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Introduction

Deleuze and Literature

lan Buchanan and John Marks

It would be impossible to overestimate the importance of literature to
Gilles Deleuze. In 1964 he published the first French edition of Proust and
Signs (1972), and in 1967 a study of the work of Sacher-Masoch,
Masochism: An Introduction to Coldness and Cruelty (1989). The Logic
of Sense (1990), published in French in 1969, was a philosophical work
which included material on Artaud, Lewis Carroll, Fitzgerald, Klossows-
ki, Lowry, Tournier and Zola. Together with Félix Guattari he published
Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1986) in 1975, and the two volumes
of the Capitalism and Schizophrenia project, Anti-Oedipus (1984) and A
Thousand Plateaus (1987), contain important material on literature,
including a long section on the concept of ‘becoming’ in A Thousand
Plateaus, which offers a reading of Melville’s Moby Dick. It was not,
however, until Deleuze’s last published book, Essays Critical and Clinical
(1997), that he produced a series of essays on the subject of literature and
writing in general.

There, Deleuze argues that while it is true that the essential problem of
writing is indeed a matter of language, it is not a textual problem. Rather
it is a matter of creating what he likes to call (borrowing from Proust) a
‘foreign language’ within language. He draws on the work of Maurice
Blanchot in order to draw a distinction between a limit which is outside
language, and the particular limit that he wishes to explore, which is
‘outside of language’ (Deleuze 1997: lv). This ‘outside’ is made up of blocs
of seeing and hearing — ‘visions and auditions’ — which are not made up of
language, but which language makes possible. Literature must attempt, to
borrow Beckett’s phrase, to drill holes in language in order to see and hear
what lies behind, and to release new colours and sonorities (Deleuze
1997: iv). For Deleuze and Guattari, it is significant that Kafka’s work
frequently makes use of animal sounds and cries of pain. Deleuze and
Guattari refer to Kafka’s diaries, in which he says metaphor makes him
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‘despair of literature’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 22). Instead, Kafka
seeks to turn language away from signification and representation
towards the expression of intensities.

For Deleuze, it is a matter of record that what is interesting takes place
‘in the middle’. And literature, more surely than any other form of
discourse, has the potential to explore the middle." In this way, literature
can explore the ‘event’. A commonsense narrative conceives of events in a
conventional way: an event, like a battle, has a locatable beginning and an
end, and is constructed by a series of actors. However, considered in
terms of impersonal becomings — what Nietzsche calls the untimely —
events, even great events like battles, are much more enigmatic: ‘Any
event is a fog of a million droplets’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 65). An
event is necessarily effected in bodies, as they collide and interpenetrate,
but there is also the ‘metaphysical event’, which is on the surface like a
mist over the prairie. A battle is a collision of bodies, but there is also ‘an
impassive, incorporeal, impenetrable battle’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1987:
64). The Stoics make a line of separation pass between things and events,
and this allows them to explore the ‘it’, the impersonal aspect, of the event
(Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 63). We may think that, as active agents, we
are at the heart of events, but the event tends to dissolve the self. Stoic
philosophy responds to this problem by seeking to embrace the imper-
sonality of the event. Literature can plunge into the ‘middle’ and exhaust
the possibilities of the event, laying them out on a plane of immanence.

In so doing, the writer eschews the ressentiment and the tendency
towards judgement of the priest. The priest is a ‘trickster’, who avoids
becoming in favour of imitation and taking possession of fixed properties,
and, worst of all, judgement. The French literary scene, on Deleuze’s view
produces a dreary sort of ‘nationalism in letters’, a mania for judging
(Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 50). Greek tragedy inaugurates a mode of
judgement which becomes an essential element of the Judeo-Christian
tradition. Spinoza is the first to break with this tradition, followed by four
great disciples: Nietzsche, D. H. Lawrence, Kafka and Artaud.” Nietzsche
shows that the system of cruelty is opposed to the ‘bookish doctrine’ of
judgement. Judgement implies an organisation of bodies, whereas the
body of the physical system is ‘an affective, intensive, anarchist body that
consists solely of poles, zones, thresholds, and gradients’ (Deleuze 1997:
131). Combat, and in particular ‘combat-between’, also replaces judge-
ment. Combat is opposed to the sicknesses of war, the lowest degree of
the will to power, and fascism. For Deleuze, it is a question of bringing
into existence rather than judging: “What expert judgement, in art, could
ever bear on the work to come?’ (1997: 135). Of course, to ‘have done
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with’ judgement does not imply a relativist position according to which
everything is of equal value. It is rather a question of being flexible
enough in one’s thinking to allow something new to enter into existence:

If it is so disgusting to judge, it is not because everything is of equal value,
but on the contrary because what has value can be made or distinguished
only by defying judgement. What expert judgement, in art, could ever bear
on the work to come? It is not a question of judging other existing beings,
but of sensing whether they agree or disagree with us, that is, whether they
bring forces to us, or whether they return us to the miseries of war, to the
poverty of the dream, to the rigors of organization. (Deleuze 1997: 135)

If the critical vocation of literature is derived from Deleuze’s reading of
Spinoza - literature as a means of suspending judgement and establishing
affects — the clinical vocation of literature as a means of constructing
percepts is derived from Deleuze’s reading of Bergson. Deleuze’s seminars
at Vincennes dealt frequently with Bergson in the early 1980s, laying the
groundwork for his work on cinema, but also making references to
literature which are briefly alluded to in the cinema books. Bergson
allows Deleuze to think of cinema in terms of a machinic universe of a-
centred perception: a world without centre in which the ‘kino-eye’ has
been liberated from its conventional human form. Under these condi-
tions, perception takes off on a line of flight to become a form of délire.
Deleuze speaks admiringly of Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, in which Travis
Bickle experiences a form of délire, a purely optical situation in which the
conventional articulation of perception-action is interrupted, permitting a
‘blooming’ [‘éclosion’] of délire. This leads Deleuze to draw a series of
parallels between the nouveau roman and a particular form of cinematic
consciousness. (In fact, Robbe-Grillet’s For a New Novel (1989) con-
stitutes something of a ‘missing link” in Deleuze’s reading of literature.)
The nouveau roman privileges a purely ‘optical’ mode, seeking to divest
language of the dead weight of memories, metaphors and associations.
However, this formal commitment to description aims not at objectivity,
but at a sort of pure subjectivity. Again, it is a question of thinking in
terms of the middle, of suspending judgement and thinking in terms of
packets of sensation rather than ‘characters’.?

It is obvious, then, that Deleuze’s approach to literature cannot be
distinguished from his innovative work on cinema. He admires all art
which aspires to a genuinely ‘fictional’ purity (in the sense of ‘pure
subjectivity’ discussed above), which seeks to ‘break things open’, as
he says of Foucault, in order to explore the middle. Literature can bore
holes in language to achieve this effect, and cinema can also ‘make holes’
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in order to go beyond the cliché. Sometimes it is necessary to restore the
lost parts, to rediscover everything that cannot be seen in the image,
everything that has been removed to make it ‘interesting’. But sometimes,
on the contrary, it is necessary to make holes, to introduce voids and
white spaces, to rarify the image, by suppressing many things that have
been added to make us believe that we were seeing everything. It is
necessary to make a division or make emptiness in order to find the whole
again (Deleuze 1997: 21). Similarly, Deleuze claims that literature also
has a political function, but a function which is collective, since writing
itself is essentially a collective activity (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 51).

Ultimately, the political task of writing consists in ‘inventing’ a people
who do not yet exist. In the same way that writers do not write with their
ego, so they do not write on behalf of a people. The collective emerges, in
this way, from the writer’s creation of pre-individual singularities. The
‘collective’, in Deleuzian terms, is a form of ‘delirium’, speaking with,
writing with (see Deleuze 1997: 4). According to Deleuze and Guattari, a
minor literature does not come from a ‘minor’ language, but rather a
‘deterritorialised’ variation of a major language, such as Prague German,
the ‘paper language’ that Kafka uses. They are here inspired by Kafka’s
comments on minority literature, and in Kafka: Toward a Minor Lit-
erature (1986) Deleuze and Guattari outline the essentially ‘political’
function of ‘minor literature’. It is a form of literature in which the
delirium of language creates a sort of free indirect discourse whereby
there is no private history that is not immediately public (see also Deleuze
1997: 57).

Questions of style and politics lead us to areas which can usefully be
developed out of Deleuze’s work on literature. Deleuze restricts himself,
as we have already seen, to a largely modernist canon. Of course, in one
way, writers such as Kafka and Beckett are thematically close to Deleuze.
It is possible, however, to produce readings of other forms of literature
which are inspired by Deleuze. For example, Deleuze and Guattari talk of
‘Balzac’s greatness’ in terms of his ability to create percepts which give
characters ‘giant dimensions’ (1994: 171). In this way, Deleuze avoids the
‘ideological double bind’, whereby Balzac stands for either unenlightened
representationality or readerly experimentation, depending upon one’s
historical vantage point (Jameson 1981: 18). Despite occasional appear-
ances to the contrary, Deleuze avoids the pitfalls of writing a literary
manifesto. Essentially, Deleuze offers a literary aesthetics, or, in more
general terms, an aesthetics of writing. The depth and intensity of
Deleuze’s interest in literature can be measured in some part by the fact
that this volume, as substantial and searching as it is, in no way exhausts
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all the avenues one might pursue in engaging with Deleuze’s writing
about literature. In fact, our suspicion is that no one volume could do
justice to it. What we have tried to do is assemble a range of articles that,
to use an older form of literary critical expression that Deleuze seems
especially to have favoured, offers both a way in and a way out of
Deleuze.

We open with a chapter entitled ‘Deleuze and Signs’, in which André
Pierre Colombat argues that Deleuze’s entire work rebukes the notion of
sign as it has been defined by the principle semiological tradition that
stretches from St Augustine to Saussure. This tradition, he argues,
culminated (somewhat disastrously for critical thinking, as it tuns out)
in the supremacy of the signifier witnessed in contemporary thought
today. And although Deleuze would himself want to challenge this
supremacy, he didn’t do so by abandoning the notion of the sign itself.
Characteristically, his challenge came in the form of a profound redefini-
tion of the term itself. From Proust et les signes (1964) to Critique et
clinique (1993) Deleuze used the word ‘sign” with different and sometimes
discordant meanings. Contrary to many of his structuralist peers, Deleuze
rejected any conception of the sign which limited it to a linguistic model.
In place of the Saussure-derived semiology his contemporaries advocated,
Deleuze substituted his own newly fashioned system which he based in
part on Peirce’s ‘semeiotics’, but also on the work of Hjelmslev, Austin
and Searle. Colombat argues, however, that his main inspiration came
not from these sources, but rather from his lifelong study of Spinoza. The
founding principles of Deleuze’s (and Guattari’s) semiotics, he suggests,
can already be found in Deleuze’s Spinoza et le probleme de I'expression
(1968). From there, Deleuze incorporated the question of signs into much
larger problems of expression and of expressivity.

In ‘How Deleuze can help us make Literature work’ Bruce Baugh picks
up the thread of two of Deleuze’s crucial questions and wonders how they
might be used to explicate his theory of literary analysis: ‘Given a certain
effect, what machine is capable of producing it? And given a certain
machine, what can it be used for?” (Deleuze and Guattari 1984: 3). What
Baugh finds here is the basis for a set of principles that if we were to
follow them would enable us to do something like a Deleuzian analysis of
a text. He suggests that we could call Deleuze’s implicit literary theory a
revolutionary pragmatics of reading. He shows that the theory has two
main mechanisms: on the one hand, there is a mechanics of reading itself;
on the other hand, there is an experimentalist pragmatics. The first part of
the theory is entirely objective, interested only in whether a work is
capable of producing a certain effect. Baugh suggests that we think of this
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as the Spinozist moment of the theory. The second part of the theory,
which is also objective, he notes, since it deals with the question of
whether a given effect furthers the objectives of an individual or group, is
more properly thought of as evaluative. It considers whether effects are
helpful or harmful, which presupposes a determination of what can count
as being ‘good for’ the person or group. Baugh suggests we think of this as
the diagnostic or Nietzschean moment of the theory. Both aspects of
theory are necessary to determine whether and how a literary work can
‘work’ for someone. More importantly, Baugh demonstrates that a
consideration of both at the same time is possible, without falling into
the kind of dialectical reading Deleuze famously loathed.

In ‘The Paterson Plateau: Deleuze, Guattari and William Carlos
Williams’, Hugh Crawford opens with the assertion that Deleuze’s famed
‘toolbox’ does not equip us with a hammer to crack open the closed and
privileged system of novels or poems to reveal hidden gems of truth. It is,
he notes, naive to think of literary analysis as simply the search for some
hidden meaning or other. Even so, he adds, it cannot be ignored that the
prospect of a fresh new vocabulary is usually felt as an invitation to reread
canonical texts in its light in the hope of discovering something previously
missed. In other words, however anti-interpretative critics may proclaim
themselves to be, the literary critical enterprise remains, perhaps in spite
of itself, bound to interpretation. This is of course something Deleuze
refused to accept. And as Crawford puts it, he dashes the hopes of
fashion-conscious literary scholars looking to ride the latest critical wave
in a stroke. Interpretation, Deleuze says, in his customarily vehement
manner, is a disease of the earth. In this respect, Crawford argues,
Deleuze appears to share the central concerns of one major American
writer who never actually features in his work, namely William Carlos
Williams. A fact which Crawford shows is surprising because much of his
work, in its thinking and in its strategies, particularly in the case of the
long poem Paterson, is remarkably similar to Deleuze’s. Crawford’s
implication is that while it is true Deleuze’s work cannot provide a
new reading of Paterson — in the sense of a new interpretation of it —
reading the two authors side by side can nonetheless produce an illumi-
nating juxtaposition, particularly with respect to the different ways they
confront the rejection of traditional meaning.

Philosophy is, as Deleuze says, a question of what is going to happen
and what has happened, ‘like a novel’: “Except the characters are con-
cepts, and the settings, the scenes, are space-times. One’s always writing
to bring something to life, to free life from where it’s trapped, to trace
lines of flight’ (Deleuze 1995: 140-1). In ‘Underworld: The People are
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Missing’ John Marks uses Don DeLillo’s master work as the occasion to
argue that Deleuze’s approach to literature can be adumbrated by
Maurice Blanchot’s term, ‘entretien’. It literally means ‘conversation’,
but also indicates that which is perpetually ‘in-between’. The aim of this
chapter is to intensify tendencies already evident in the novel so as to
explore the impersonal forces it releases. Ultimately, it is a question of
exploring what Deleuze calls ‘style’ (the point at which writing becomes
‘gaseous’), with the hope of providing new ways of activating and
evaluating Deleuzian concepts. Here, it is the concept of the ‘event’
which comes to the fore and suggests itself as a form of entretien. The
event is the ‘middle’ which literature inhabits as a site in which to create
fiction. Fiction in this sense is not opposed to the true, but rather depends
upon the ‘powers of the false’.* Like Blanchot, Deleuze is interested in
those enigmatic ‘in-between’ spaces which condition the conventional
components of literary texts — characters, events, dialogue and so on - but
which are frequently elided.

His interest in the ‘in-between’ seems to have been reason why Deleuze
was so drawn to modernist authors like Beckett and Joyce since they were
the first to explore it self-consciously. His allegiance to these authors, and
their contemporaries in the other arts, Mahler, Debussy, Cézanne, Klee,
Kandinsky and so on, raises the interesting question of whether or not he
should be thought of as a modernist (we know he refused the label
postmodernist). Now, according to Claire Colebrook, in the ‘Inhuman
Irony: The Event of the Postmodern’, it is possible to regard Deleuze’s
work as exemplary of our time and so, in spite of his rejection of the label,
provide a theoretical rubric for our sense of the postmodern. But, this
encloses Deleuze within history or postmodernity and consequently
diminishes the (perhaps utopian) promise of the eternal return in his
work. And this, as Colebrook explains, would be to deprive us of what is
ultimately the most refreshing aspect of Deleuze’s uptake of Nietzsche.
For what Deleuze takes from Nietzsche is not just an attempt to free
thought from the constraints of the past as a dead weight, but a ceaseless
and remorseless striving for a form of the new that will be self-renewing.
It is this concern for the new that above all raises the suspicion that
Deleuze might be better thought of as a modernist, however anachronistic
that might be. The new, Deleuze argues, is not just what supersedes the
old, it is ‘untimely’. This, as Colebrook illustrates with respect to con-
temporary fiction, is the temporal form of the ‘in-between’ discussed by
Marks.

This ‘untimely”’ aspect of great literature is what enables it to indict
history, as Gregg Lambert explains in ‘On the Uses and Abuses of
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Literature for Life’. His title is of course an allusion to Nietzsche’s treatise
‘On the Uses and Abuses of History for Life’. Lambert takes up this
question in a parallel manner by asking what are the uses and abuses of
literature for life? Or to put it another way, what kind of health does
literature promote for ‘an individual, a people, a culture’ (1997: 63)?
With these questions in mind, Lambert suggests that Deleuze’s ‘clinical’
conception of literature, if taken on board, will radically alter the
conditions of literary criticism. From a literary historical perspective,
Deleuze’s notion of the health of literature clearly functions as a kind of
‘war machine’ against the dominance of institutional criticism in the
modern period. This again raises the question, which is so insistent
throughout this volume, of whether or not we could imagine something
like a ‘Deleuzian school of literary theory’. For any student of Deleuze’s
writings, and especially those works written in collaboration with Guat-
tari, the response to this question might seem all too obvious. However,
as Lambert cautions, in today’s academy where Deleuze’s worst fears
seem to have come true and ‘marketing’ has become an efficient cause in
its own right determining the use of theory, we must remain on our guard
against the possibility that Deleuze’s work, too, can be perverted against
its own nature. Even so, were it not possible to discern at least a set of
principles that could count as Deleuzian, then this discussion would be
moot. Balanced ‘in-between’ the undesirable molar recuperation (perver-
sion) of Deleuze’s work into the basis of a canon and the free-form
anarchy of a laissez-faire approach, Lambert attempts to provoke creative
dialogue around the very conditions that would make a Deleuzian
pragmatics distinct from other hermeneutic models.

Kenneth Surin, in ‘“A Question of an Axiomatic of Desires”: The
Deleuzian Imagination of Geoliterature’, takes us a step further in this
direction by inquiring whether Deleuze’s transcendental empiricist, phi-
losophical counter-tradition gives rise to, or informs, his literary counter-
tradition, namely minor-writing. Surin delineates Deleuze’s position by
distinguishing it quite sharply from its main competitor in today’s critical
arena, deconstruction. Although he is not often mentioned by Deleuze,
the target of much of his polemic on the issue of the centrality of the
‘outside’ of the text has to be Derrida, Surin argues. While Deleuze is
clearly not against the idea of a text having its organising principles
controverted or dismantled, his objection to structuralism, that it is
ultimately just a system of points and positions, similarly applies to
Derrida, who for all his insistence on the irremediable ‘instability’ and
‘decentredness’ of any system nevertheless has to retain them in order to
make exactly this critique. Contrary to this, Surin argues that for Deleuze,
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the instability of the text is not so much a function of the absence of some
kind of centring or Archimedean point which could guarantee or establish
a determinate or monocentric meaning, but from the Bergsonian notion
of the ‘power of the false’. The Deleuzian book, as Surin conceives it, is
always a series of effects generated by the ‘power of the false’, a power
that in his view functions as the book’s ‘outside’ in such a way as to
overwhelm any fantasy it might entertain of being fixed and rigidly
hierarchical. If in fact Deleuze is a ‘poststructuralist’ (a term whose
provenance, as Surin helpfully reminds us, is American, not French!),
then it must be recognised as a poststructuralism of a distinctly Bergso-
nian tint, and not merely Nietzschean. The point is, as Surin argues, it is
Deleuze’s Bergsonism, with its unquenchable vitalism, that sets him apart
from Derrida most.

While it is true that Deleuze’s conception of literature explicitly rules
out interpretation insofar as that is taken to be the search for some kind of
hidden or deeper meaning, that does not mean his concepts cannot be
used to construct new kinds of hermeneutic apparatuses. As Marlene
Goldman demonstrates in ‘“Transvestism, Drag, and Becomings: A De-
leuzian Analysis of the Fictions of Timothy Findley’ this is precisely the
reason why literary critics of all stripes should be interested in Deleuze.
But, by the same token, such interest need not be slavish, nor travel only
one way. Goldman adopts Deleuze’s ‘problematological’ method both to
develop a reading of Canadanian writer Timothy Findley’s fiction and to
challenge what she sees as an oversight in Deleuze and Guattari’s writing
on the complicated topic of the nature of the relationship between
transvestism and becomings. She takes issues with Deleuze and Guattari’s
brief, but very ambiguous pronouncements in A Thousand Plateaus, on
the distinction between what they see as authentic instances of deterri-
torialisation and the imitative practices of transvestites and drag queens
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 275). As Goldman argues, their comments
suggest that the path to true or proper deterritorialisation lies elsewhere
than transvestism: it is suspect in their view because it appears to be too
closely aligned with mere imitation to unleash true becomings. However,
this position is not consistently maintained by Deleuze and Guattari, and
this, as Goldman points out, is the real problem. In describing the rites of
transvestism in primitive societies, they appear ready to accept, contrary
to their position on drag queens in the west, that such rites can instigate a
becoming of sorts. Goldman demonstrates that something essential in
Deleuze’s thinking has been left out. To begin with, Deleuze and Guattari
do not make a practical distinction between transvestism and drag;
moreover, while they do indeed discuss transvestism, they do not
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acknowledge drag’s potential to instigate becomings. Thus a Deleuzian
analysis of Findley becomes the occasion for Goldman to redeem drag
and transvestism in Deleuze’s thinking, a move which is undoubtedly long
overdue.

Timothy S. Murphy, too, in ‘Only Intensities Subsist: Samuel Beckett’s
Nobow On’, makes use of Deleuze’s hermeneutic model to extend
Deleuze’s suggestive, but never fully fleshed-out reading of the prose
writings of Samuel Beckett. As Murphy points out, Beckett’s work is
consistently privileged by Deleuze — usually as a ready source of ex-
emplification for certain of his philosophical arguments — yet he never
produced an extensive reading or exegesis of it (as he did for his other
literary touchstones, Proust and Kafka). The two essays on Beckett he did
produce, “The Greatest Irish Film (Beckett’s Film)’ and “The Exhausted’,
examine only the smallest subset of Beckett’s dramatic work, namely his
film and television projects. Even so, Deleuze nevertheless offers a
significant number of what Murphy will call ‘intensive’ readings of
Beckett’s prose, that is to say, brief, allusive references, which assume
familiarity. Murphy argues that these ‘intensive’ readings are evidence
that Beckett’s prose works are called upon by Deleuze to perform a
peculiarly illustrative function: they are used to exemplify the role and the
power of what Deleuze referred to as ‘pure intensity’. That is to say, these
allusions to Beckett that Deleuze is evidently so fond of making are not
merely tactical, they have a hermeneutic value of their own which is yet to
be explored fully. Murphy’s highly provocative, but also extremely
compelling argument is that Beckett’s last prose works, the three novellas
collected as Nohow On, can be used to better grasp the implications of
what is easily the most radical and difficult aspect of his concept of
intensity: the anti-Kantian differential theory of the faculties that forms
the core of Deleuze’s ‘transcendental empiricism’ in Difference and
Repetition. Here, then, an understanding of the way Deleuze uses
literature becomes a shortcut, or, at any rate, a guide, to understanding
his philosophy.

In ‘Nizan’s Diagnosis of Existentialism and the Perversion of Death’,
Eugene W. Holland interrogates Deleuze’s idea that, instead of being
either expressive or reflexive, literature is diagnostic. He sharpens our
understanding of this claim by contrasting it with the idealistic position
taken by contemporary psychoanalytic critics that at the end of the day
literature understands psychoanalysis at least as well as psychoanalysis
understands literature. Of course, Freud himself made no bones about his
debt to literature. He was prepared to concede that the best poets
discovered the unconscious long before he did; only they weren’t aware
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of it. Likewise, Marx allegedy said he learned more about class struggle
from Balzac than from all the non-fiction he read. But Deleuze effectively
goes further than this. He does not merely acknowledge a debt to authors
of fiction, thus admitting they have something to say, but retaining the
right to say it better, as both Freud and Marx ultimately do, however
much they might protest their deference, he treats them as full-blown
cultural and historical diagnosticians in their own right. According to
Holland, then, this means a Deleuzian approach to reading literature
implies a two-fold transformation of standard psychoanalytic ap-
proaches: on the one hand, it treats the text as diagnostic not expressive;
and on the other hand, it diagnoses collective not individual ills. Using
this as his template, Holland outlines the ways in which Nizan’s novels
can be read as diagnoses of Heideggerian and Sartrean existentialism. As
Holland shows, the central question Nizan raises is compatible with the
Nietzschean ethic implicit in Deleuze’s use of the notion of diagnosis: for
Nizan, the crucial issue not so much whether existentialism is an instance
of petty-bourgeois ideology, but rather, who it is that thinks and feels this
way?

In Tand My Deleuze’ Tom Conley undertakes a Deleuzian analysis of a
short story by Melville that is so intricate and so — one wants to say —
loving, of detail (the filigree of Deleuze’s work equally as much as the
minutae of Melville’s story), that it defies either summary or circumscrip-
tion. Conley argues that even to think of Deleuze and literature together is
already to engage with his concepts of difference and repetition, inter-
cession, spiritual automata, minoritarian practices, sensation and, above
all, style. This is because even if one were to succeed, for instance, in
defining how Deleuze reads Proust on the basis of his analyses of Bergson,
the topic of Deleuze and literature would amount to an exercise in
difference itself and elude one’s grasp. The conjunction of Deleuze and
literature recalls what Deleuze called the ‘method of AND’, and in so
doing repudiates in advance any impression that his work can be about
literature. And it shows that his work is driven by the same creative tactics
he identifies in his favourite authors and calls upon so often to exemplify
and, even, embody his concepts. For Conley, there is no escaping the fact
that to consider Deleuze’s corpus in light of literature means that it has to
be read as literature. His implication, for which his own essay stands as
both argument and demonstration, is that the reader must work through
the writing with the eye and ear of an artist or a poet.
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Notes

1. See Dialogues (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 39). Deleuze and Parnet claim that the
French think too much in terms of ‘trees’, always wanting to start again from a
beginning which is a tabula rasa, whereas the ‘English’ start in the middle,
thinking in terms of grass rather than trees.

2. See ‘To Have Done with Judgement’ (Deleuze 1997: 126-36). Deleuze argues
that Spinoza, rather than Kant, carried out a true critique of judgement.

3. See Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 41-2. For Deleuze and Parnet, Thomas Hardy’s
characters are ‘packets’ of variable sensations. In this way, Hardy combines a
strange respect for the individual with an understanding of the unique chance of
an empiricist experimental world which constitutes the individual as such a
collection of sensations.

4. See Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, translated by Hugh Tomli-
son and Robert Galeta (London: Athlone, 1989), Ch. 6 ‘The Powers of the
False’.

5. Both essays are included in Deleuze 1997.
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Chapter 1

Deleuze and Signs

André Pierre Colombat

Deleuze’s entire work rebukes the notion of sign as it was defined by
theologians (St Augustine) and by linguists (Saussure). That tradition led
to the supremacy of the Signifier in contemporary thought. However,
from Proust et les signes (1964) to Critique et clinique (1993) Deleuze
used the word ‘sign’ with different and sometimes discordant meanings.
Contrary to many of his structuralist contemporaries, Deleuze rejected
any conception of signs limited to the linguistic model, largely dominated
in France by the work of Saussure. This led him, along with Guattari, to
progressively reject Lacanism and its Hegelian foundation.! In place of
semiology Deleuze substituted his own system of signs, which is based in
part on Peirce’s ‘semeiotics’, but also on the works of Hjelmslev, Austin
and Searle. I will argue however that his main inspiration comes from his
lifelong study of Spinoza. The founding principles of Deleuze’s and
Guattari’s semiotics can already be found in Deleuze’s Spinoza et le
probléeme de Pexpression (1968). From his first essays, Deleuze incorpo-
rated the question of signs into much larger problems of expression and of
expressivity.

But the concept of ‘expression’ carries here a definition that differs
radically from any form of essentialist, or Platonic, imagery. It announces
already the Deleuzo-Guattarian concept of ‘becoming’. This ‘expression’
is inseparable from the differentiating process that unfolds it. It never
resembles what it expresses, the power that it ‘explains’. The French
infinitive ‘expliquer’ from the latin ‘plicare’ means here ‘déplier, dérou-
ler,” to ‘unfold’ in different series, or modes, the powers of a substance or
a specific arrangement:

But such synonyms (of the verb ‘to express’) are less significant than the
correlates that accompany and further specify the idea of expression:
‘explicare’ and ‘involvere’. Thus definition is said not only to express the
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nature of what is defined, but to involve [‘envelopper’] and to explicate it
[‘expliquer’]. Attributes not only express the essence of substance: here
they explicate it, there they involve it. Modes involve the concept of God
as well as expressing it, so the ideas that correspond to them involve, in
their turn, God’s eternal essence. To explicate is to evolve, to involve is to
implicate. (Deleuze 1990a: 15-16)

Contrary to the power of expressions, the power of signs is based on an
illusion, on the pious belief in a distinct order of the Signifier — the
transcendental law, the Word of God, the Phallus, the castration complex
and so on from which every part of the Creation (or any form of
‘creation’) emanates. As Deleuze pointed out, Spinoza criticised the
discourse of revelation and the Scriptures themselves because they present
us with only ‘variable “signs”, extrinsic denominations that guarantee a
divine commandment [. . .] Because the goal of the Scriptures is to make
us submit to certain lifestyles, to make us obey and to ground us in
obedience’ (1990: 56). In Mille Plateaux (1980), Deleuze and Guattari
extended this criticism to linguistics and language in general because their
essence is to carry a fundamental kind of commandment that they call an
‘order-word’ (mot d’ordre).

The paths I propose to follow in this essay will first lead us from
Deleuze’s criticism of linguistic signs and natural languages to his concept
of expression that characterises in great part the semiotics he developed
with Guattari. Their criticism of semiology promotes a new kind of
semiotics based on a new pragmatics. It cannot be disconnected from a
new clinical gaze put upon the unfolding of expressions of life itself. In
Deleuze’s thought, the redefinition of the ‘critical’ is inseparable from a
redefinition of the ‘clinical’ as it frees itself from images of death and
negativity, which were central to most of French thought since the first
World War (mostly through the influence of Freudism since the 1920s
and of Hegelianism since the 1930s). These redistributions and redefini-
tions of the ‘critical’ and of the ‘clinical’ are also directly dependent on a
diffuse new regimen of light that makes them possible. From the begin-
ning to the end of this research, from the inadequacies of signs to the
characterisation of pure light in the univocal expression of Life, Deleuze
remains fundamentally a Spinozist at heart.

Deleuze’s and Guattari’s criticism of linguistic signs is well summarised
by their concept of ‘order-word’. The French expression ‘mot d’ordre’ is
commonly used to refer to a command for action given by both a
symbolic and concrete power structure to a large and indeterminate
group of individuals. In the first sense, the power structure designates
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that of an army. However, by extension, it also refers to the power of the
leaders of a political party or union. For example, the common expression
‘un mot d’ordre de gréve’ designates a call or command for a strike
ordered by the heads of a union. Deleuze and Guattari refer to Austin’s
work to explain that in a natural language, the illocutionary subtends the
locutionary. Command and performance are at the heart of information,
grammar and communication. For Deleuze and Guattari, as for Austin
and Searle, the illocutionary — that is, the enunciation of a statement
considered as an act that modifies the relationship between two inter-
locutors — is constitutive of the perlocutionary. It can be paraphrased in
the form of an order-word. For Deleuze and Guattari: ‘Linguistics is
nothing without pragmatics (semiotic or political) to define the effectua-
tion of the condition of possibility and the usage of the linguistic elements’
(1987: 85). This statement is also directly indebted to the maxim through
which Charles Sanders Peirce defined pragmatism. Peirce’s maxim stated
that:

In order to ascertain the meaning of an intellectual conception one should
consider what practical consequences might conceivably result by neces-
sity from the truth of that conception; and the sum of these consequences
will constitute the entire meaning of the conception. (Peirce 1960, V: 6)

Consequently, there is no language independent of the generalised prag-
matics that A Thousand Plateaus attempts to theorise (Deleuze and
Guattari 1987: 75-110).

One then has to distinguish between a sign and something else that
Deleuze, after Spinoza and a long tradition before him,? calls an ‘ex-
pression’. On one side we find the signs of the prophet, the theologian, the
priest, the psychoanalyst, the linguist: the signs of representation, nega-
tion, judgement and revelation. The expression is inseparable from the
powers of the heterogeneous world, or arrangement, that it expresses. It
‘unfolds’ and ‘involves’ but it has nothing to ‘unveil’. On the other side the
philosopher must unfold the affirmative ‘expression’ of the Spinozist, or
better said, the ‘expression’ of the ‘expressed’ that constitutes adequate
knowledge (Deleuze 1990: 151-2). A sign is the impure image of a pure
meaning, of a pure abstraction, that has to be extracted or unveiled in
order to ground language and its order-words. In Deleuze’s own words:

Revelation and expression: never was the effort to distinguish two
domains pushed further. Or to distinguish two heterogeneous relations:
that of sign and signified, that of expression and expressed. A sign always
attaches to a propiums; it always signifies a commandment, and it grounds
our obedience. (1990: 56, 181-2)
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Knowledge attained through signs is always inadequate. Signs are always
equivocal as they separate life and thought and make of thought the
tribunal of life. Only knowledge through expression can be adequate.
Expressions are univocal and only they can express the Spinozist uni-
vocity of Being (1990: 329-30). They express the unique substance, the
same Nature, as it ‘unfolds’, ‘develops’, ‘expresses’ itself in different
viewpoints or attributes, such as thought and extension, just as two
different names and their different manifestations (complicatio) can
express or ‘envelop’ the same individual.

But this example of the two names does not explain the main opposi-
tion between signs and expression. Their opposition lies in opposite
concepts of difference that Deleuze characterised in Difference and
Repetition:

In one case [that of the signs], the difference is taken to be only external to
the concept; it is a difference between objects represented by the same
concept, falling into the indifference of space and time. In the other case
[that of expression], the difference is internal to the Idea; it unfolds as pure

movement, creative of a dynamic space and time which correspond to the
Idea. (1994: 23-4)

This parallel assumes that what Deleuze calls an Idea in Difference and
Repetition is similar to what Spinoza calls an ‘essence’ according to
Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza. This parallelism is corroborated
by the way that Deleuze uses the concepts of Idea and essence as
synonymous in Proust and Signs. It explains the qualitative and funda-
mental difference that Proust and Deleuze delineate between the material
signs of the world of sensations and the immaterial signs of Art: “The
Essence is precisely this unity of sign and meaning (sens in French) as it is
revealed in a work of art. Essences or Ideas, that is what each sign of
[Vinteuil’s] little phrase reveals’ (1972: 41). Here, a sign reveals an
essence that is no longer an abstraction of the mind but the active power
of a world that only a musical phrase, an intensive, pre-signifying
expression, can unfold. Deleuze reinforced this parallelism as he himself
defined any idea as ‘it incarnates a natural or spiritual power’ (1990: 23).
In a Deleuzian context this ‘power” is that of expressivity, the unfolding or
expression of a univocal Being that is Life itself (1997: 1-6). Deleuze then
concluded in his first book on Spinoza: “The opposition of expressions
and signs is one of the fundamental principles of Spinozism’ (1990: 182).

The entire schizoanalytical project of the two volumes of Capitalism
and Schizophrenia clearly followed in the same orientation. The signs of
the Freudian family theatre of the unconscious can be subsumed under the
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revelation of the same Signifier, the Phallus and the submission of the
subject to the terrifying commandments of the castration complex. To
this signifying representation the Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus
oppose asignifying lines of flight, machinistic arrangements, concrete
connections, developments or ‘expressions’ of matters and fluxes. Where
Freud, and even Lacan, saw signs, signifier and signified — a language and
a syntax — Deleuze and Guattari describe connections, transformations,
arrangements and productions (see Joel Birman). Questions such as:
“What does such a sign mean?’, “What does it stand for?’ are replaced
with questions such as: ‘How does such a sign affect me?’, ‘How does it
work?’; “To which concrete social, political, or erotic arrangements is it
connected?’ In this manner, the problem of the expression replaces that of
the designation and of the signification. It becomes clear that Deleuze
reads in Spinoza a special kind of empiricism that will inspire the core of
his work: ‘One of the paradoxes in Spinoza [. . .] is to have rediscovered
the concrete force of empiricism in applying it in support of a new
rationalism, one of the most rigorous versions ever conceived’ (1990:
149).

We are now clearly dealing with a new kind of sign, with signs
considered as expressions, with ‘asignifying signs’ connected with De-
leuze’s transcendental empiricism and Guattari’s machinistic uncon-
scious. An ‘asignifying’ sign, such as the notes in Vinteuil’s little
phrase, does not find its ultimate condition of possibility in the necessary
abstraction of a Signified. It belongs to other regimens of signs such as
the ‘pre-signifying’, the ‘counter signifying’ of the ‘post-signifying’
semiotics characterised in A Thousand Plateaus (1987: 118-26). These
signs are not to be characterised by their infinite and circular connection
to other signs, nor by their connection to the abstract theatre of the
Spirit. They are to be considered as intensive and immanent signals
expressing, marking and unfolding the powers of a given milieu or
heterogeneous arrangement. Consequently, for Deleuze, Artaud’s work
always remained far more important than that of Carroll. Such an
empiricism and its expressions are inseparable from a thought of the
immanent.

Deleuze’s thought has often been characterised, both by himself and by
his commentators, as an immanent thought of the multiple. In this
framework, according to Alain Badiou, only one critical method seems
possible:

Immanence demands that one start from where thought has already
begun, as close as possible to a singular case, to its movement. Something
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is thinking in our back and one is always already being thought and forced
to think. Such is the virtue of the case. (1997: 25; my translation)

It is also in this sense that Deleuze claimed that his philosophy was a very
concrete thought, a transcendental empiricism, a philosophy that exposes
the empirical conditions of possibility of thought. Indeed, Deleuze’s
thought on signs could be presented as a long succession of a special
kind of ‘case studies’ largely based on the concept of affect and on his
readings of Spinoza and Nietzsche. In each ‘case’ Deleuze replaces the
problem of signs, designation, signification and representation with that
of the expressed and the expression. What am I affected by? What do I
affect? What creates in me great joy or great sadness? What forces me to
think? What kind of political, social, sentimental arrangements am I
connected to, associated with? What are my, your, our desiring ma-
chines? To the founding oppositions of Saussure and the linguistic model
of French structuralism, Deleuze opposes the ‘complicatio’, the dynamic
combination of heterogeneous series expressing, ‘unfolding’, the power of
the virtual. Such a method has direct implications for Deleuze’s various
non-linguistic definitions of a sign.

A Deleuzian ‘sign’ always appears in the context of an encounter or an
invention, in a space in-between, not as a discovery. It has become a
truism to say that one ‘discovers’ only what was already in a position to
be discovered or, better said, as Bergson put it in a text quoted by Deleuze:

The truth is that in philosophy and even elsewhere, the point is to find the
problem and subsequently to characterize it, rather than to solve it.
Indeed, a speculative problem is resolved as soon as it is well characterized
[. . .] But stating the problem is not simply uncovering, it is inventing.
(1988: 135)

The task of any researcher is not merely to find answers but to invent and
define his or her problem and his or her problematic. Regarding signs, this
implies that we are or become sensitive to certain linguistic or non-
linguistic signs depending on our receptivity, on the arrangements and
haecceities we become part of. One way we define an individual is
through the characterisation of the signs to which this individual re-
sponds.

As Deleuze often noticed, a cabinet maker must first become sensitive
to the ‘signs’ of wood before he can work with it, transform it. Such signs
are expressions of what one can do with a specific piece of wood within a
specific arrangement. They are expressions of a battle between active and
reactive forces that the cabinet maker has to evaluate and connect to other
forces and arrangements. They ‘mean’ nothing. Reading an author
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implies that we first become sensitive to his or her own worlds, signs and
style; as Deleuze insisted throughout his reading of Proust: intelligence
always comes after experience. Or, as he also explained to his students on
the very first day of his seminar of Foucault: “You must trust the author
you are studying. Grope your way through. You must ruminate, gather
notions again and again. You must silence in you the voices of objection.
You must let him speak’ (Tuesday, 22 October 1985, Université de
Vincennes a St Denis).

In the very last chapter of his last book, Deleuze explained in what way
this progression develops a clear Spinozist perspective.

But when one asks how we manage to form a concept, or how we rise
from effects to causes, it is clear that at least certain signs must serve as a
springboard for us, and that certain affects must give us the necessary
vitality (book V of the Ethics). From a random encounter of bodies, we
can select the idea of those bodies that agree with our own and give us joy,
that is, that increase our power. And it is only when our power has
sufficiently increased, to a point that undoubtedly varies with each case,
that we come in possession of this power and become capable of forming a
concept. (1997: 144)

Thinking is inseparable from such a selective process, from an evaluation
of the forces enveloped in the ‘signs’ we encounter. The selection and
combination of these signs and forces constitute an experimentation that
can allow us to create or invent a problematic, an arrangement. This
dynamic arrangement, or ‘complicatio’, characterises best our thought,
our actions in the world at a given time. It expresses, explains or unfolds
our active ‘viewpoint’.

Deleuze’s Proust and Signs showed that all the characters of A la
recherche du temps perdu are receptive to different kinds of signs or to the
same signs in very different manners. Sensations, such as the taste of the
famous madeleine, seem to work as intensive signs that do not need any
signification to conjure up entire worlds and vital ‘truths’ that couldn’t
have been attained otherwise. It appears, once again, that Deleuze’s
readers are confronted with different meanings and uses of the word
‘sign’ that sometimes seem incompatible and need to be clarified.

Deleuze’s first study of signs in a literary context was developed in the
now-classical essay Proust and Signs. It is to be noticed that in this book,
Deleuze is not interested in linguistic signs or codes, as Barthes would be
for example, but rather in Proustian semiotics in general. Proust and Signs
proposes that for Proust there are four kinds of signs that are accessible in
four different worlds defined by four different aspects of time. They are,
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first, the empty signs of the world of social life (mondanité). These replace
action in a time we waste and ‘lose’. Second, the signs of love that always
lie because they always imply in the beloved the existence of a world from
which the lover is excluded. They develop in a time that escapes us, that
we lose and which will never return. Third, sensitive signs in the sensitive
world can bring real joy in a past time found again but which quickly
vanishes. Only the fourth kind of sign, that of art, can bring long-lasting
joy, as it metamorphoses all other signs and leads us to the revelation of
the Essence, of pure time or Time itself.

The first two categories of time lost seem to be remnants of Peirce’s
Thirdness, the sensitive world of his Secondness and the world of art of
his Firstness that it would transmute into the ‘immaterial signs’ of Art
characterised in Proust and Signs (see Table 1.1 and Deleuze 1972: 39—
50). However, Deleuze never alludes to Peirce in this book, written
twenty-one years before Cinema 2.

Table 1.1 The different types of signs in Proust et les signes

Time Found Time Recovered Time Lost, Time Lost,

Again/pure Time by the body or by that we will never wasted
memory find again

World of the Sensitive world The World of Social Life

Arts Love (passions) (mondanité)

Signs of art: Sensitive signs Signs that lie Empty signs

ductile and
immaterial, they
metamorphose all
the others

In the Deleuzian neo-Spinozist critical system, different kinds of signs
appear in different ‘worlds’, in different ‘modes’ of thought or of exten-
sion, to each of which corresponds a different aspect of time and a
different regimen of light. It is clearly the case in Proust and Signs, but
also in every book by Deleuze. In each one of his ‘case studies’ the
philosopher characterises heterogeneous series, the laws of formation and
proliferation of these series, their ‘problematics’ or their ‘process’, how
they relate ‘transversely’ to one another while remaining heterogeneous,
how each one of them expresses different modalities of the same attribute
and beyond that of the same intensive and virtual ‘stuff’, the univocal
Spinozist substance.

Thus, Deleuze’s semiotics first consists in freeing the concept of sign
and expression from linguistics, from their reduction to the dualism
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signifier/signified, to the syntagmatic, to a narration and ultimately to
the reign of the Signifier, the judgement of God and that of the
interpreter. Deleuze scarcely used the word ‘sign’, except in his two
books on cinema, probably because that reduction or oversimplification
was quite common in the structuralist and poststructuralist years.
Consequently, Deleuze’s two books on cinema shed a new light on
his criticism of linguistic signs. They also exemplify his radical opposi-
tion to any form of structuralism based on linguistics or even to the most
brilliant and subtle word games played by Derrida’s Deconstruction.
The point is not to unveil a Signifier nor a paradoxical founding trace
but to evaluate forces, arrangements and an entire battlefield; to map
thinking as a vital process.

As it is often the case with Deleuze and Guattari, the two philosophers
started by touching up a theory, that of Freud in the Anti-Oedipus for
example, and ended by upsetting it completely. Deleuze’s other emble-
matic strategy, as is the case in his Nietzschean criticism of Platonism, is
to bring a theory to its limits, inverting its premises and overthrowing its
conclusions. In the case of his two books on cinema, the rival system is
that of Christian Metz and its very influential semiology of film. Deleuze
begins with praising Metz because he asked the most important question:
‘Instead of asking “In what ways is the cinema a language (the famous
universal language of humanity)?”, he poses the question “Under what
conditions should cinema be considered as a language?”’ (1989: 25).
Unfortunately, according to Deleuze, Metz didn’t follow up on his own
lead and fell into the traps of linguistics:

And his reply is a double one, since it points first to a fact, and then to an
approximation. The historical fact is that cinema was constituted as such
by becoming narrative, by presenting a story, and by rejecting its other
possible directions. The approximation which follows is that, from that
point, the sequences of images and even each image, a single shot, are
assimilated to propositions or rather to oral utterances: the shot will be
considered as the smallest narrative utterance. (1989: 25)

Then the trap door is shut and Metz’s work falls in a ‘typically Kantian
vicious circle’ according to which:

Syntagmatics applies because the image is an utterance, but the image is an
utterance because it is subject to syntagmatics. The double of utterances
and grand syntagmatics has been substituted for that of images and signs,
to the point that the very notion of sign tends to disappear from this
semiology. It obviously disappears, clearly, to the benefit of the signifier.
(1989: 26)
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Kristeva’s and Eco’s works, according to Deleuze, fell into similar traps.
For Deleuze, as for Pasolini and Eisenstein, cinema is much more than a
language. If it is to be compared to a language at all, it is very different
from anything we usually call a language. In the case of cinema, narration
and signification are only a consequence of an image, of an analogy
between an image and language. They are not given as such. The analogy
between an image and language misses the specificity of the image itself
and of the non-linguistic signs that compose it before it eventually
becomes a narration (1989: 29).

Rejecting Metz’s semiologic model, Deleuze turns to the work of Charles
Sanders Peirce as it was translated and interpreted in French by Gérard
Deledalle. For Deleuze ‘Peirce’s strength, when he invented semeiotics, was
to conceive of signs on the basis of images and their combinations, notas a
function of determinants which were already linguistic’ (1989: 30). For
Peirce, as read by Deleuze through Deladalle’s translation, a sign is
characterised by three different ways of combining three different kinds
of images, leading to the distinction between nine elements of signs and ten
differentsigns (1989: 30). But, in Peirce’s system, the function of these signs
is to add a new knowledge to their object, depending on their interpretation
or Interpretant. Then, for Deleuze these signs reintroduce the function of
linguistic signs in Peirce’s work. For Deleuze their function is ‘to absorb and
reabsorb the whole content of the image as consciousness or appearance
(“apparition”)’ (1989: 31). Ultimately, Peirce’s Interpretant — understood
by Deleuze as a ‘consciousness, an apparition’ (see Figure 1.1) — left no
room for a matter that would be irreducible to enunciation. Deleuze then
concludes that Peirce did not go far enough: ‘it seems that Peirce became as
much of a linguist as the semiologists’. For Deleuze, Peirce did not ‘maintain
hisinitial orientation long enough, he renounced constituting a semiotics as
a ““descriptive science of reality”’ (1989: 31).

Figure 1.1 The triadic relation according to Peirce (Collected Papers V. 1-2, § 242,
141-2).

Sign Object
(Representamen)

Interpretant
(‘a cognition of a mind’)
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Table 1.2 Peirce’s three trichotomies (after Deledalle, quoted by Deleuze, 1989:
45; in English 30, which can be compared to Peirce’s Collected Papers 11. 2, §
264, 150)

Firstness Secondness Thirdness

Representamen Qualisign (1.1) Synsign (1.2) Legisign (1.3)
Object Icon (2.1) Index (2.2) Symbol (2.3)
Interpretant Rheme (3.1) Dicisign (3.2) Argument (3.3)

Table 1.3 Peirce’s second trichotomy (as it was summarised by Todorov and
Ducrot corresponding to the line of the ‘object’ in Deledalle’s schema, 2.b.)

Firstness Secondness Thirdness

felt qualities experience of an effort (signs/representamen)

Icon: Index: Symbol:

determined by its dynamic determined by its dynamic ~ determined by its dynamic
object through its internal object through the relation  object only in the sense in
nature (the same quality as it has with it (in continuity ~ which it is to be interpreted
the object: a black stain/ with the denotated object; (refers through the force of a
the colour black, an a symptom/a disease) law: the words or signs of a
onomatopoeia, the diagram language)

of relations between
different properties)

Peirce’s main fault was, according to Deleuze, to have missed the fact
that the three kinds of images he characterised (Firstness, Secondness,
Thirdness and which Deleuze rebaptised ‘image-affection’, ‘image-action’
and ‘image-relation’) are not a given. They cannot be reduced to the form
of an Interpretant’s consciousness. They can be deduced from what
Deleuze calls the Image-Movement and its signs which are themselves
perceivable only through the becomings of the Image-Time and its own
opsigns, soundsigns and hyalosigns between which one eventually finds
pure Time. These specific signs were derived by Deleuze from his analysis
of cinema and they cannot be applied directly to literature. Deleuze often
insisted on the fact that each form of art transforms and creates its own
tools and its own matter. However, three of Deleuze’s basic assumptions
and redefinitions regarding signs and semiotics can help us understand
what he calls a ‘sign’, and also an ‘affect’, in a literary context.

After his rejection of Metz’s theory and his analysis of the limits of
Peirce’s trichotomies, Deleuze presented his own definition of a sign as ‘a
particular image that refers to a type of image, whether from the point of
view of its bipolar composition, or from the point of view of its genesis’
(1989: 32). Then, if ‘the movement-image is matter [matiére] itself’ but a
‘matter that is not linguistically formed’, ‘signs themselves are features
of expression (traits of expression [my emphasis]) that compose and
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combine these images, and constantly re-create them, borne or carted
along by a matter in movement’ (1989: 33). From all this we shall retain
the enigmatic phrase ‘traits d’expression’ and draw some conclusions that
will take us directly to literature and its use of signs within and beyond
linguistic signs.

These ‘traits d’expression’ seem to be very similar to the ‘singularities’
of The Logic of Sense. They could be characterised as intensive points,
marks of affects from the encounters of various intensities — of light in the
case of cinema — on and with receptive surfaces: the screen, the eye and,
most importantly, the brain. As vibrations from these points affect other
singularities, regular curves can appear shaping progressively intensive
zones, affecting matters, creating forms, objects, concepts, linguistic signs,
in which these intensive relations are ‘enveloped’, ‘folded’. The Logic of
Sense describes in a similar manner the birth of sexuality and that of
language (1990: 186-233). One task of the critic will be to unfold
linguistic signs to reach this intensive level of non-linguistic signs, of
‘traits of expression’, of the expression and of the expressed. In this
endeavour, Deleuze often refers to the work of Hjelmslev:

The linguist Hjelmslev calls ‘content’ [matiére] precisely this element
which is not linguistically formed, although it is perfectly formed from
other points of view. He says ‘not semiotically formed’ because he
identifies the semiotic function with the linguistic one [...]. But its
specificity as a signaletic material is none the less presupposed by a
language. (1989: 21; note 9 p. 287)

Deleuze and Guattari used Hjelmslev’s theory in their book on Kafka.
Once again they started by borrowing concepts and transforming them
until they abandoned them completely in order to create their own theory.

They began by distinguishing in Kafka’s work between a form of
content — inclined head/raised head — and a form of expression —
photography and sound (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 3-8). However,
what matters is not the structural relations between these two planes but,
in their own words, how they constitute ‘an expression machine capable
of disorganizing its own forms, and of disorganizing its forms of content,
in order to liberate pure contents that mix with expressions in a single
intense matter’ (1986: 28). The rest of their essay then characterises how
Kafka’s writing, mostly through its use of sounds, ousts representation. It
also devalues Hjelmslev’s theory itself by using writing as a process to
multiply series, contiguous blocks of images, to trace transversal lines
between them. Thus it creates many ‘arrangements’ that will release entire
‘asignifying’ series of becomings (or ‘lines of flight’) and enable them to
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proliferate and access the intensive, pre-philosophical and pre-linguistic
world of expression itself. In this respect, writers have to create processes
to turn forms of representation into elements of experimentation (1986:
49), to replace the transcendence of the law with the immanence of desire
(1986: 49, 50-1). This dynamic process is precisely what differentiates a
minor from a major literature.

In Deleuze’s essays on cinema, a ‘sign’ refers to specific and serial
relations between different elements, different ‘traits of expression” within
one single image or between different images. Each sign envelops a
specific combination of an expressive matter in becoming, in a specific
aspect of time that constitutes a continuous exchange between the actual
and the virtual within pure time. These ‘traits of expression’ are active
before the appearance of any formed matter, of any language, narration
or signifier. They are the condition of possibility of experience and
thought itself in a space that Deleuze and Guattari also called the pre-
philosophical, which is at the foundation of Deleuze’s so-called ‘trans-
cendental empiricism’. They have direct implications for Deleuze’s and
Guattari’s approaches to literary texts in general.

For Deleuze, as for Peirce, heterogeneity is at the heart of what makes a
sign possible at all (1989: 30). This precision appeared as early as in
Difference and Repetition:

Signs involve heterogeneity in at least three ways: first, in the object which
bears or emits them, and it is necessarily on a different level, as though
there were two orders of size or disparate realities between which the sign
flashes (fulgure); secondly, in themselves, since a sign envelops another
‘object’ within the limits of the object which bears it, and incarnates a
natural or spiritual power (an Idea); finally, in the response they elicit,
since the movement of the response does not ‘resemble’ that of the sign.
The movement of the swimmer does not resemble that of the wave, in
particular, the movements of the swimming instructor which we repro-
duce on the sand bear no relation to the movements of the wave, which
we learn to deal with only by grasping the former in practice as signs.
That is why it is so difficult to say how someone learns: there is an innate
or acquired practical familiarity with signs, which means that there is
something amorous — but also something fatal — about all education.
We learn nothing from those who say: ‘Do as I do’. Our only teachers
are those who tell us to ‘do with me’, and are able to emit signs to
be developed in heterogeneity rather than propose gestures for us to
reproduce. (1994: 22-3)

Deleuze continues using the word ‘sign’ here but it is clear that his “signs’
have nothing to do with those of the linguist or those of the theologian.
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They are not equivocal but univocal, they are not analogical but ex-
pressive. According to this quote, a ‘sign’ can appear, or rather ‘fulgu-
rates’ only in between ‘two different orders of size or disparate realities’.

As in a comparison used several times by Deleuze, in Difference and
Repetition, a sign appears like lightning between two different intensities.
A sign is a special kind of image, a sensitive phenomenon but ‘intensity is
the form of difference in so far as this is the reason for the sensible
(sensible). Every intensity is differential, by itself a difference’ (1994:222).
We now have to consider a sign within its own world, within its own
aspect of time but also within a differential and intensive system con-
stituted by its own heterogeneous series. A sign is part of a very special
kind of phenomenon, of a system, in the sense a weather forecaster talks
about a ‘weather system’:

Every phenomenon flashes (fulgure) in a signal-sign system. In so far as a
system is constituted or bounded by at least two heterogeneous series, two
disparate orders capable of entering into communication, we call it a
signal. The phenomenon that flashes across this system, bringing about
the communication between disparate series, is a ‘sign’ [‘signe’ appears
between quotation marks in the original text]. (1994: 222)

Linguistic signs are only one kind of sign among others, as for Pasolini
cinema was a kind of language entirely different from so-called ‘natural-
language’ (1989: 287). At this point, Deleuzian asignifying signs are
‘traits of expression’ that characterise the ‘expressed’. But the ‘expressed’
is inseparable from the notion of sense (1994: 311). In The Logic of Sense,
the fulguration of the sign, the continuum mobile of ‘sense’ itself, or the
smile of the Cheshire cat with its paradoxes, are constitutive of the
‘structure’ of language itself. A Thousand Plateaus also summarises this
criticism of the linguistic sign (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 11-118) and
goes beyond to characterise other, pre-linguistic and counter-linguistic,
‘regimens of sign’ all based on the concept of expression (1987: 118—48).

The differentiating power of expression is what makes life, thought and
language possible at all. This power of thought and language is the
intensive difference, the ‘event’ that differentiates, that separates proposi-
tions from states of affairs and creates successively a sexual surface, a
physical surface and a metaphysical surface (1990b: 237-8, 239-49).
Going back and forth between the works of Artaud, Carroll, Spinoza and
these three surfaces, we can better conceive Deleuze’s and Guattari’s own
theory of pre-linguistic and asignifying signs as it relates to the birth of the
fragile surface of sense and language. From the ‘chaosmos’ of Nature or
Life where pure intensities and unshaped matters reign, from the actions



28 André Pierre Colombat

and the passions of bodies, the Deleuzian concept of Event separates and
organises series that make possible the unfolding of expression and
language:

What renders language possible is that which separates sounds from
bodies and organizes them into propositions, freeing them for the ex-
pressive function. It is always a mouth which speaks; but the sound is no
longer the noise of a body which eats — a pure orality — in order to become
the manifestation of a subject expressing itself. (1990b: 181)

The Logic of Sense retraces this genesis thanks to a redefinition of the
concept of event:

What separates speaking from eating renders speech possible; what
separates propositions from things renders propositions possible. The
surface and that which takes place at the surface is what ‘renders possible’
— in other words, the event as that which is expressed. The expressed
makes possible the expression. But in this case, we find ouselves con-
fronted with a final task: to retrace the history which liberates sounds and
makes them independent of bodies. (1990b: 186)

This is precisely how the logic of sense will explain the fundamental
difference between the work of Artaud and that of Carroll. While Artaud
desperately struggled with intense suffering, with the monsters of the
depths of the body, to extract an intensive language, Carroll kept on
playing much safer word games at the still-fragile surface of language.
This is best exemplified by Deleuze’s opposition between Carroll’s and
Artaud’s Jabberwockies (1990b: 82-6).

In those pages, Deleuze calls the ‘expressed” an ‘event’. In other pages of
the same book, always referring to ancient Stoicism as taught at the
Sorbonne by his professor, Emile Bréhier, he also characterises an event as
a verb in the infinitive such as ‘to cut’ or ‘to eat’ or ‘to run’. Then we
understand that an event has close connections with what was called
earlier a ‘viewpoint’ or what will be called in later books by Deleuze a
‘continuous variation’. “To run’, for example, can be thought of as an
event that combines (or ‘complicates’) in a unique way the forces of my
body with that of the wind, of the sun, of the resisting ground, of my
thoughts, of my desire at that moment and so on. But each time it is a new
event, a new cast of the dice. It is also in that sense that events express,
develop, complicate and thus create haecceities.

The event, the ‘expressed’, is for Deleuze the in-between tension, the
fulguration and movement that are inseparable from the confrontation of
two forces or of two intensities. The movement of this confrontation
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develops two series on the side of an intensive fault in which the event, the
‘expressed’, which appears as a ‘continuum mobile’ that Deleuze also calls
‘sense’. This continuum mobile characterises the ‘logic of sense’ and
eventually gives birth to language itself. This basic movement defines
the serial thought of Deleuze, his reading of Spinozist ‘explication’,
‘development’, ‘unfolding’ or ‘expression’ of Life in its various attributes
and modes. As elements, ‘traits’ of the problematic of expression, signs
‘envelop’ the logic of sense and sense is thereby folded in it (‘implied’) like a
thing in another. This is clearly expressed throughout Proust and Signs.

Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism is not interested in language as
such but rather in what makes it possible, what confrontations, what
relations of forces, what viewpoints, what events are folded in, enveloped
in signs. It is therefore not surprising that Deleuze never discusses literary
texts from the perspective of a linguist. What interests him in a text are the
processes, the resisting strategies writers invent in order to demystify
language itself, to experiment with it, to ‘complicate’ signs, to confront
the Outside or Life itself, to survive this confrontation and to create their
own work their own events, milestones or shelters for a new °‘life in the
folds’. Such processes or strategies are also analysed in A Thousand
Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 118-48). In this regard, philosophy
and literature are inseparable.

All these remarks characterise the problematic of expression with
regard to the conditions of possibility of linguistic signs and that of signs
in general. This problematic defines what Deleuze also called the ‘say-
able’, what can be said (le dicible). But what can be said is inseparable
from what can be seen. The ‘sayable’ cannot be separated from the
‘visible’ (le régime d’énonciation from le régime de visibilité). Hence,
Deleuze’s system of signs and problematic of expression, particularly in
literature, lead him to a very characteristic neo-Spinozist theory of Light.

Deleuze’s last book, Essays Critical and Clinical, was entirely dedicated
to the study of literature. Considering what I have said so far, it is not
surprising that the very last chapter of Essays Critical and Clinical was
dedicated to a detailed analysis of the general structure of Spinoza’s
Ethics. Unfortunately, the English translators of this book chose not to
respect the crucial order of composition chosen in parallel with that of A
Thousand Plateaus and that of Spinoza’s Ethics. The last essay of the
original edition of Essays Critical and Clinical, ‘Spinoza and the three
Ethics’, characterises both the fundamental differences and the necessary
intertwining of the three worlds of the Ethics: those of Signs (also called
affects), Concepts and Percepts (also called Essences). These worlds are
analysed in connection with what are, according to Deleuze, the three
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constituents of the text of the Ethics: the scholia, the propositions and the
demonstrations, and the Fifth book. To each world and aspect of
Spinoza’s text correspond different regimens of light: the Sombre (le
Sombre)* for the logic of signs, Colour for the logic of concepts and Pure
Light for the logic of the percept. Nowhere in this essay does Deleuze
mention literature. However, it constitutes a perfect conclusion to his life-
long study of the ‘disjunctive synthesis’ or ‘complicatio’ between litera-
ture, signs and philosophy.

Table 1.4 The three planes of the Ethics

Light Colour Sombre

Percepts Concepts Signs

Essences, Common Notions, Affects,

Singularities, pure figures of light  optical figures values of the chiaroscuro

Literature selects, develops and confronts signs in different worlds,
along different aspects of time according to differing processes of con-
tinuous variation or transversals that Deleuze calls a writer’s ‘style’. In
that respect, like Sade and Masoch, a writer is a very special kind of
clinician who selects and organises signs into symptoms, images as on
diagrams, to create his or her own symptomatology (1989a: 15-16). But
the perception and organisation of these signs into symptoms are directly
dependent on a specific regimen of visibility and enunciability, on a
regimen of Light, that will define the clinical at a specific time.

For Michel Foucault, the birth of the clinic was inseparable from the
observation of death. For the clinician, signs appear from an obscure
depth that is necessarily connected to death. In that respect, Foucault’s
thought, like the thought of many of his contemporaries, could be
compared to Leibniz’s baroque thought about which Deleuze writes:
‘[Leibniz] saw the Dark’ (le Sombre) (“fuscum subnigrum”) as a matrix
or premise, from which chiaroscuro, colors and even light will emerge’
(1997: 141). Indeed, Foucault characterised the birth of the clinic in the
following terms:

It will certainly be decisive for our culture that the first scientific discourse
it held on the individual had to pass through this moment of death.
Western man could constitute himself as an object of science to his very
own eyes [...] only in reference to his own destruction. (quoted by
Dreyfus/Rabinow 1984: 33; my translation)

From ‘kliné,” the Greek word for ‘bed’, clinical observation characterises
the empirical observations made by the physician at the bed of a sick and
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dying patient. For Deleuze, in a Spinozist perspective, the clinical is first
characterised by an evaluation and a selection of signs operated by the
writer and the philosopher. But again, these Deleuzo-Spinozist ‘signs’ are
of a very particular kind: ‘Signs do not have objects as their direct
referents. They are states of bodies (affections) and variations of power
(affects), each of which refers to the other’ (Deleuze 1997: 141).

As a clinician or a Nietzschean physician of civilisation, a writer will
first evaluate signs depending on whether they express an increase or a
decrease of his or her powers of living. Are they sources of joy or of
sadness? Are they adequate or inadequate to the structure (fabrica) (1993:
176, in English: 141) of his or her life? The cries (les cris) of the language
of signs are the mark of this battle of the passions, of joys and sadnesses,
of increases and decreases of power (1997: 145). The Sombre is only a
consequence of these confrontations, not an originating background:

Signs are effects of light in a space filled with things colliding into each
other at random [. . .]. In Spinoza, on the contrary (to Leibniz), everything
is light, and the Dark (le Sombre) is only a shadow, a simple effect of light,
a limit of light on the bodies that reflect it (affection) or absorb it (affect).
Spinoza is much closer to Byzantium than to the Baroque. (1997: 141)

Very similar remarks were made throughout Deleuze’s work to repudiate
Hegelian negation and its offshoots (see for example Deleuze 1994: 205-
6; Colombat 1991: 587). Because it deals with signs, with the evaluation
and selection of affects, of passions, in different regimens of light, the
writer’s work can be seen as preparatory to that of the philosopher who
deals with concepts: ‘Signs or affects are inadequate ideas and passions;
common notions or concepts are adequate ideas from which true actions
ensue’ (Deleuze 1997: 143).

But beyond or rather in-between the conceptual characters of the
Writer working with affects or Deleuze’s neo-Spinozist signs, and that
of the Philosopher working with concepts, appears the image of a kind of
Spinozist, an anonymous, imperceptible Overman, maybe a pure Artist,

made of Percepts and pure Light. This is the kind of ‘man’ who wrote the
fifth book of the Ethics:

This is the third element of Spinoza’s logic: no more signs or affects, nor
concepts, but Essences or Singularities, Percepts. It is the third state of
light. No longer signs of shadow (le Sombre), nor of light as color, but
light in itself and for itself. (1997: 148)

These three aspects of light corresponding to Spinoza’s three kinds
of knowledge are inseparable from each other. Their relationship and
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proportion will of course vary tremendously with every individual and
every intellectual production. If literature is largely connected to the first
kind of knowledge, it is however inseparable from the others that it
‘envelops’ and ‘unfolds’, that it ‘explains’, ‘implies’ and ‘complicates’ in
multiple ways.

Notes

1. Regarding this last point, see Joel Birman (1998: 484).

2. See A. Koyré (1929), quoted by Deleuze (1990: 112).

3. On these notions, see also Proust and Signs (1972: 103-6).

4. T would prefer to translate ‘le Sombre’ by the ‘Sombre’ rather than the Dark,
preferred by the English translation of this essay in order to avoid the neo-
romantic dialectic that opposes Light to Dark/Darkness, which is avoided by the
French text.

5. See note 4 above.
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Chapter 2

How Deleuze can help us make
Literature work

Bruce Baugh

In Anti-Oedipus, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari pose the question:
‘Given a certain effect, what machine is capable of producing it? And
given a certain machine, what can it be used for?’ (Deleuze and Guattari
1983: 3). Their conception of ‘machine’ is very broad, and includes
literary texts, which they wish to analyse in terms of the effects a text is
capable of producing. Likewise, their notion of ‘effect’ is also broad, and
includes not only a work’s effects on the ideas and feelings of the reader
during the course of reading, but changes in the reader’s dispositions,
attitudes and behaviours that may link up with other forces affecting the
reader, particularly social and political forces, and in such way that, in the
best instances, readers are able to put these forces to work to overcome
the inhibiting and restrictive effects of the dominant social forces. Hence,
for them ‘reading a text is never a scholarly exercise in search of what is
signified, still less a highly textual exercise in search of a signifier. Rather,
itis a productive use of the literary machine . . . that extracts from the text
its revolutionary force’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 106).

We could call this theory a revolutionary pragmatics of reading. The
theory comprises two parts: a mechanics of reading, or an analysis of how
a literary work produces certain effects, and hence of the work as a
machinic assemblage; an experimentalist pragmatics, or the experimental
production of effects that are then evaluated in terms of the reader’s goals
and values. The first part of the theory is entirely objective, since it
considers whether a work is in fact capable of producing certain effects,
and in determining the nature of those effects; we might think of this as
the Spinozist moment of the theory. The latter part, however, is also
objective, since it is a question of fact whether a given effect furthers the
objectives of an individual or group (whether the effect is helpful, harmful
or indifferent). Nevertheless, the second part of the theory is also
evaluative: effects are evaluated in terms of whether they are beneficial
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or harmful (good or bad), and this presupposes a determination of what is
‘good for’ the person or group. We might think of this as the diagnostic or
Nietzschean moment of the theory: an evaluation of forces in terms of
whether they increase or decrease a power of acting. Both moments are
necessary to determine whether and how a literary work can ‘work’ for
someone.

In short, instead of asking what a work of literature means, Deleuze
and Guattari suggest, we might gain more by asking: what can it do¢ Nor
need the question be ‘what is the work supposed to do, what effect was it
intended to have?’, or ‘what was it made for?” Things made for one
purpose can work quite well to serve another: we can all be bricoleurs,
using the materials and methods at hand in new and different ways, either
aiming at a specific result, or freely experimenting just to see what
happens. Readers have their own purposes and desires, both as indivi-
duals (‘does it work for me?’) and as members of a larger group (‘does it
work for us’?). Deleuze and Guattari claim that ‘the greatest force of
language was discovered once a work was viewed as a machine, produ-
cing certain effects, amenable to a certain use’, and quote Malcolm Lowry
concerning his own work: ‘it’s anything you want it to be, so long as it
works’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 109). The claim, then, is that
considering the use of literary works maximises the powers of both
works and readers, rather than subordinating one to the other.

Experimental Reading

Deleuze and Guattari describe their approach to texts as ‘experimental’.
For some of us, that may call up associations with ‘experimental art’, or
‘experimental film’, which is ‘avant-garde’ and breaks with conventional
practices, and this association isn’t altogether off the mark: ‘experimen-
tation’ does involve improvising, creating, trying new things. The other
side of ‘experiment’ is ‘experience’: when we try new things, we also see
how they work, we observe, and our observations and experiences are an
essential part of testing a new tool, technique or method (see Deleuze and
Guattari 1986: 7). Improvisation, innovation and experience are linked in
experimentation. We experiment with something ‘in the making’ so that
we can ‘make something of it’: ‘what we experience, experiment with, is
always . . . what’s coming into being, what’s new, what’s taking shape’,
not something ‘over and done with’ that has nothing more to teach us
(Deleuze 1995: 106). An experimental approach is thus innovative,
results-oriented (pragmatic) and experiential (empirical), although the
most salient feature of the results is that they are new in ways that could
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not have been predicted or determined in advance (Deleuze and Guattari
1983: 370-1). In short, a truly experimental approach does not aim at a
pre-determined result, but experiments in order to discover what effects
can be produced.

This is how Deleuze and Guattari approach reading. They want to treat
literary works as machines capable of producing effects, and they want to
take apart and analyse these machines to see how the effects are
produced; they even want to tinker with the mechanism to see whether
the machine can produce other effects than the usual or traditional ones,
much as a mechanic might tinker with a car engine.

What we’re interested in is how something works, functions — finding the
machine. (Deleuze 1995: 21-2)

The issue was not — at least, not only — to try to interpret [the work], but,
above all, to practice it as an experimental machine, a machine for effects,
as in physics. (Bensmaia 1986: xi).

Or, as Deleuze and Guattari say with respect to their analysis of Franz
Kafka’s works:

We believe in one or more Kafka machines that are neither structure nor
phantasm. We believe only in a Kafka experimentation that is without
interpretation or significance and rests only on tests of experience.
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 7)

The point is to discover what works for the reader:

You see the book as a little non-signifying machine, and the only question
is, ‘Does it work, and how does it work?,” How does it work for you? If it
doesn’t work, if nothing comes through, you try another book. (Deleuze
1995: 8)

Reading is then ‘a series of experiments for each reader in the midst of
events that have nothing to do with books . . . getting the book to interact
with other things, absolutely anything’ (Deleuze 1995: 8-9). A literary
work works when the reader is able to make use of the work’s effects in
other areas of life: personally, socially, politically, depending on the
reader’s desires, needs and objectives. ‘It is a question of seeing what
use a text is in the extra-textual practice that prolongs the text’ (Schrift
1995: 63), of making use of the text to accomplish goals other than those
of simply reading and interpreting it.

It’s worth emphasising that the experimental discovery or production
of effects is not the same as determining what a text means. It’s clear that
an experimental reading doesn’t search for a single meaning (what the
author really meant): such a reading subordinates the reader’s objectives
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to that of the author (or perhaps the text), when this ‘intended meaning’
can only be a matter of conjecture in any case. By restricting the goal of
reading to the imaginative attempt to identify and duplicate a prior
intention, interpretation rules out questions of use and efficacy in favour
of meaning-exegesis (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 206), and in two ways.
First, knowing the meaning of something (a symbol, word, image) gives
us no clue as to what it does or what is done with it, its operative use or its
positional functioning within an functional assemblage (Deleuze and
Guattari 1983: 181). Second, interpretation is a process of identification:
‘this means that’. This holds whether interpretation proceeds via analogy,
representation or symbolism. In every case, the aim is to assign an
identifiable meaning or set of meanings that correspond to a signifier,
thereby excluding others (‘this means that, but not this other’). Deleuze
and Guattari regard this as a ‘flattening out’ of the polyvocal nature of the
real. But more importantly, hermeneutic interpretation belongs to a
‘imperial-despotic system’, where written signifiers are expressions of a
hidden voice (of the emperor, of a god), requiring the priest’s interpreta-
tion. This effective alliance of priest and despot substitutes a fiction of
revealed ‘truth’ for efficacy, and subjugates creative production to the
reproduction of meaning, under the rule of the despot-priest who claims
privileged access to the truth (see Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 206-8, 240;
Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 114-17). The model for this system may be
the ancient priest (Aaron, the priest of Apollo at Delphi), but the model is
perpetuated in all those practices that regulate and restrict the possible
uses of texts to the search for ‘what it means’, whether the priest
determining the meaning assumes the role of a literary critic, a scholar,
a psychoanalyst, or a teacher. Readers take on this role even if their
concern is what it means for them: personalising or subjectivising inter-
pretation in no way alters its basic nature.

By the same token, pluralising meaning, or making meaning indefinite,
does not circumvent any of these difficulties. Experimentation is not the
discovery that the same work means different things to different people,
or that it has a meaning that is ambiguous or undecidable. When the
concern for ‘identifying” meaning ceases, then the difficulties of doing so
because of ambiguity or undecidability become uninteresting. From this
standpoint, it doesn’t matter whether interpretation seeks a signified
meaning or a ‘transcendent signifier’ supporting a ‘chain of signification’
in which each signifier signifies another signifier, endlessly (Deleuze and
Guattari 1983: 208). The recent interpretative turn to ‘scientificity’, ‘pure
textuality” and the like merely puts the signifier in the place formerly
occupied by the signified: it is now the signifier that unlocks the ‘truth” of
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the text, and the question of ‘truth’ still assumes primacy over that of use.
Moreover, the signifying system retains ‘a minimal identity’ for signifiers
through the systematic differences between them, which are considered as
oppositions; every signifier, however ‘mobile’ it is in virtue of the play of
signification that runs through the chain, is assigned a recognisable and
determinate function through the ‘coded gaps’ between signifiers, so that
the oppositions and exclusive disjunctions between signifiers confer an
‘identity’ on each signifier (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 242). The upshot
is that exegetical methods based on the Saussurian sign (signifier-sig-
nified) merely subordinate the signified to the signifier, since differences
among signifieds are determined by differences among signifiers, and
retain interpretation’s logic of identity through exclusion or opposition.

As for what the text means to different people, this is one of the effects
of the text, but mere consciousness of an effect and opinions based on
such consciousness (interpretation) do not constitute a genuine under-
standing of the nature of the effect or how it was produced. Even if the
question is how a text produces an effect on you, that question can’t be
answered by reference to your subjective opinions, or even the ‘associa-
tion of ideas’ based on your personal experiences, any more than you can
explain the experience of the colour ‘green’ just by reference to your
consciousness of it and the associations of green (plants, spring, life,
youth and so on). As Marx says, ‘We cannot tell from the mere taste of
wheat who grew it; the [consumption of the] product gives us no hint as to
the system and relations of production’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 24).
To explain ‘green’ you’d have to do the physics of light and the
neurophysiology that explained how the sensation of ‘green’ is produced;
to explain wheat’s existence as a commodity, you’d have to analyse the
relations of production and techniques that produced it. The same is true
of texts: to really understand their effects, you have to know how the
effects are produced, how the text works. Such is the work of literary
analysis that is subsequent to experimentation.

Experimentation, however, comes first, and involves playing and
working with the text in order to see what effects it is capable of
producing, without being constrained by what someone or something
else (author or text) intended. It is to attempt to produce something new,
rather than reproduce an already constituted meaning or set of meanings,
‘an attempt to put the text to work, to bring its theoretical and practical
concerns into play ... through a kind of repetition freed from the
phantoms of identity and productive of differences’ (Macherey 1996:
148). This is why Deleuze and Guattari state that they ‘aren’t even trying
to interpret, to say this means that’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 7):



How Deleuze can help us make Literature work 39

We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier; we will not
look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with,
in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit
intensities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and meta-
morphosed. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 4)

Experiment, never interpret. (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 48)

Despite experimentation’s freedom from subordination to ‘truth’ and
‘meaning’, it is far more objective than interpretation. Interpretation
involves an opinion concerning what a work or author ‘really meant’,
even if this concerns the question of whether there is a key signifier that
determines the functions of all the rest; by contrast, whether something
produces an effect, and what the effect is, is an objective matter. Either
something really does produce a desired effect, or it fails to do so; and
when it fails, it was either because it wasn’t right for the circumstances, or
because it was intrinsically incapable of doing the job, or just because
someone didn’t know how to make it work. Effectiveness is not a matter
of opinion or interpretation. What something is capable of doing, and the
actual effects it produces, doesn’t depend on what we think about it, or
how we feel about it, and that’s true even if we’re talking about some-
thing’s effect on your feelings and beliefs. The pain-reliever may really
dull the pain or not, the beer may quench your thirst or not, your friend’s
fingers may find and scratch that itchy spot, or not, a political tract may
change your political convictions, or not. That the effect happened, how it
was produced (the processes leading up to it), whether it was beneficial or
harmful, whether it enabled or prevented other effects from being
produced: these are all questions of what really happened. Obviously,
then, experimentation cannot arbitrarily assign to a work effects of which
it is incapable, any more than we can force a Toyota Tercel to out-race a
Porsche 911, whatever we might wish or imagine. Nor do our opinions or
beliefs concerning the work’s capabilities determine the effects it pro-
duces; rather, we observe and experience the effect after the fact. By
experimenting and finding what a work is really capable of, we at the
same time discover both what the work cannot do and the extent to which
our estimates of the work’s capabilities differ from the observed results.
But experimentation, insist Deleuze and Guattari, always deals with the
real, not with subjective impressions (see Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 70).
Experimentation alone reveals what a work can do, and for whom.
Perhaps the point could be made clearer through an example. Music
critic Greil Marcus always takes an experimental approach, whether
writing about Elvis Presley or Bob Dylan. In his book, Invisible Republic:
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Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes, Marcus quotes from another critic, Ho-
ward Hampton, on one of the songs recorded by Bob Dylan and the Band
back in 1967, as these musicians conducted some basement experiments
with the tradition of American popular music:

I’s no more than a ragged, unfinished rehearsal, stopping and starting,
Dylan calling out the chord changes to the Band and then fumbling them
(‘D ... wait, uh, no, not D, E . . ."). Yet it has a floating melody like no
other he has found, sung in a voice of rapture and enigma he has sought
ever since. The music-box piano . . . and the frontier-church organ lift [the
song] out of time: the words are like some bootleg gospel of Christ, ellipsis
as parable. It’s a vision of transmutation: Christ returned both as sup-
plicant and unbeliever, as in folk legends where he escaped with Mary
Magdalene to exile in France or assumed the form of King Arthur . . .
“When I come back, when I don’t make my return,’ he proclaims as his first
(or last) dispensation, ‘A heart shall rise and a man shall burn.” (Marcus
1997: 85-6)

Marcus comments that ‘this is not an interpretation’, since Hampton isn’t
trying to define or decode what Dylan sang, but is responding to a
provocation (Marcus 1997: 86). Just as Dylan and the Band are experi-
menting with chords, different sounds (music-box, church organ) and
traditions (musical, social, religious), so Hampton connects this perfor-
mance with the Gospel, with heretical folk traditions of Christ, with
Arthurian legend, in order to achieve his own transmutation. Marcus
merely takes the experiment a step further by using Hampton’s text to
further his own project of transmuting America through the ‘provocation’
of the unrealised promises of ‘the old, weird America’ that Marcus hears
in Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music (itself an astonishing
experiment of conjunctive synthesis that brought together in one four-
record set African-American and hillbilly blues singers, folk balladeers,
Appalachian banjo players, gospel choirs, and more, without reducing
this multiplicity to a dialectical unity or an essence): a promise that
Marcus hears revived in Dylan’s basement tapes.

An exemplary reading, then: not because Marcus achieves a correct or
true interpretation of Dylan’s music, but because he shows us what the
music can do (or what Marcus can do with it). This example also shows
that experimenters (Dylan and the Band) in search of one thing (here, the
voice of tradition) may discover something entirely different, with uses
they hadn’t dreamed of (a counter-tradition): an unpredictable and truly
new effect. This sort of ‘accidental discovery’ has been the source of many
important scientific and technical developments (such as vulcanised
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rubber and penicillin) The same process can occur with literary works.
Even if you think you know which of the text’s effects might prove useful,
in the course of looking for these you may find other effects that answer to
an entirely different problem than the one you were trying to solve.
Perhaps in the course of using Emile Zola’s Germinal in order to gain
insight into how economic class shapes individual character you discover
instead a thematic of the beast-machine (the devouring and voracious
mine, the miners as beast-machines, the capitalist system) that connects to
the feral computers of the films Matrix and 2001: A Space Odyssey, the
human-beast-machine synthesis of fighter-bombers, and to all the pos-
sibilities of a transmutation that is simultaneously a becoming-animal and
a becoming-machine. Whether this discovery matters depends on what
you’re able to do with it, or what you make of it: that is, it depends on
whether it increases your power of acting, not simply by furthering your
goals (many of our goals, according to Deleuze and Guattari, promote
powerlessness), but by helping you evaluate your goals in terms of
whether they promote or inhibit what you can do. A discovery of a
textual becoming-animal-machine might help you to think about the
synthesis of the organic-inorganic being you become when you use a
computer to hook up to the World Wide Web or send e-mail, the
computer (and the Internet) being extensions of your faculties of percep-
tion and communication, and in turn modifying what you do, perceive
and think, turning your ‘subjectivity’ into functions of the ‘informational’
exchanges essential to capitalist production/consumption under ‘globa-
lisation’. That is, it’s a discovery that may enable a critical evaluation of
the effects of ‘plugging in’ to computer technology. The point is that it’s
up to you to experiment and determine how to make use of texts in
achieving a critical understanding of the forces at work in texts and in
society, in order to resist some of these by making use of others;
experimenting with texts is always also ‘living experimentally’ (see
Nietzsche 1986: 8; Deleuze 1988: 40; Deleuze and Parnet 1987; 47).
Pragmatic concerns do indeed guide the experimental analysis of
literature to the extent that a text, like anything else, can produce a vast
number of effects, and this forces us to be selective, and focus on those
effects which matter to us. That will be a function of what we want to do,
not just in our reading, but in our lives. Are you searching for ways to
advance a political struggle? Are you trying to connect with historical
forces and forge connections with a cultural heritage? Are you looking for
ways to redefine and reconstitute yourself, ways that would unblock
energies previously channelled into socially prescribed activities? What-
ever our focus, however, we will get nowhere unless we determine how a
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work produces its effects, or give an account of the causes of those effects.
Those causes are by no means restricted to the text itself, but extend to the
social, linguistic and cultural forces at work in the text and in the reader.
What these forces are, how they function both inside and outside the text,
how they come together to form elements of the text: these are determined
through what Deleuze and Guattari term an ‘active dismantling’ of the
text.

Finding how it works: Active Dismantling

Think of the literary work as a machine, say Deleuze and Guattari, and
figure out what are the different pieces and how they fit together, and this
will explain how a text produces effects. “This functioning of an assem-
blage [agencement] can be explained only if one takes it apart to examine
both the elements that make it up and the nature of its linkages’ (Deleuze
and Guattari 1986: 53).!

On the face of it, taking apart a work and analysing its structure is
standard literary interpretation. What are the elements of a work of
literature? The standard reply, the one we’re all taught, would refer to
such things as ‘characters’, ‘plot’, ‘theme’, ‘symbols’, ‘metaphors’, ‘genre’,
‘period’, all of which together determine what the work ‘means’. So,
Shakespeare’s King Lear is an Elizabethan tragedy, the story of a king
who foolishly leaves his kingdom to the wrong two daughters and so
meets his downfall; Lear’s foolish pride and Goneril and Regan’s selfish
envy drive the plot; its themes are love and loyalty (and their opposites),
bastardy and legitimacy, trust and mistrust; the storm on the heath
symbolises Lear’s growing madness, the ‘raging’ of his mind; its meaning
is, variously, that humans are playthings of the gods (‘they kill us for their
sport’), or that our vulnerabilities make it difficult to genuinely express or
accept love.> Not only are all these elements identifiable, but they are all
organically related to the whole and to each other: each element has a
function defined in relation to the whole.

This is all very familiar, only it’s not at all what Deleuze and Guattari
are after. A more careful ‘active dismantling’ of the work would analyse
its elements into more minute components (words, images, actions,
spatial arrangements), allowing these components to come into different
relations than the standard interpretation would allow, not to provide a
better interpretation, but to see what the work is capable of doing
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 7, 48). Configurations of images and words
can constitute non-figurative ‘figures’ that do not represent or mean
anything, but which produce determinate effects, especially at the level of
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affect or feeling (see Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 243-4; Lyotard 1971).
In addition, the work’s components are also analysed in relation to forces
that exist outside the text (desires, potentialities, structures), of which the
work’s components are effects, and which determine how the work’s
components combine and the effects of these combinations. Finally, the
whole work is a totality of its parts, but not a unifying and totalising
synthesis: the whole is another aspect of the work, its functional unity, but
this is a new part added to the other parts and relations that constitute the
work (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 42).

Let’s look, for example, at character. Character is not something
unified and self-contained, a ‘subject’, but a condensation of forces
and relations, ‘a functioning of a polyvalent assemblage of which the
solitary individual is only a part’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 85), and
which involves not only psychic forces, but also social ones. It’s a
commonplace that Lear’s character is constituted by a desire for love
and for recognition of his authority, as well as by a fear of his desire being
recognised, and so the forces that compose him also bring about his
destruction. Yet these same forces pass through others (Regan, Goneril,
Cordelia, Edmund, Gloucester), and take on different configurations and
enter into different relations, for example, composing Lear’s authority
and pride in Regan and Goneril’s obsequiousness, decomposing it
through their ambition, both the subservience and ambition being con-
stituted by Lear’s desire and his daughters’ responses to it. Lear’s desire is
thus not a ‘property’ of Lear the solitary individual, since it is nothing
outside his relations with others, and involves those others as much as
him, even though it doesn’t belong to the others either; it is a force
connecting the characters without being confined to any of them, a
‘between’ rather than a point. Moreover, this force is connected to social
forces: the institutions of property, kingship, marriage and primogeniture
under feudalism, together with its codes of personal loyalty (to king, to
spouse, to parent). All these social forces are factors of ‘social produc-
tion’, the production of society through the investment of desire in the
social field (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 29). Just as in modern society
bureaucracy is desire, ‘the exercise of a certain number of powers’
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 56-7), so too for the feudal administrative
apparatus in King Lear; in general, ‘social investments are themselves
erotic, and inversely . . . the most erotic of desires brings about a fully
political social investment, engages with the entire social field” (Deleuze
and Guattari 1986: 64). King Lear is a veritable experimental laboratory,
investigating precisely this interpenetration of social and personal forces,
the diffusion of desire through persons and institutions in ways that are
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mostly unconscious. Since the forces that compose and decompose
characters are both social and psychic, we can only conclude that these
forces are impersonal, even when they connect persons. At the same time,
however, those forces are as singular or unique as the relationships that
manifest and express them, and so are ‘impersonal singularities’. They
cannot be summarised in a Zeitgeist, but are determinable only through
an analysis of the particular effects and interactions they involve.

Deleuze and Guattari’s own literary analyses of Proust, Kafka and
others involve a patient and careful analysis of the nature of the forces at
work within a text. But even this brief consideration of King Lear gives us
some indication of how character, rather than being a fundamental term,
is a global effect of forces and relations, of ‘proliferating fluid ensembles’
in ‘perpetual transformation’ from one set of relations to another (De-
leuze and Guattari 1986: 12, 84-5). The ‘individual’, divisible into a
singular constellation of forces, may indeed be ‘an irreducible multi-
plicity’ (Deleuze 1989: 133). But since they are nothing outside the forces
and relations that constitute them, characters need not be coherent
(although the forces that constitute them can achieve a certain provisional
stability and consistency), and it would be pointless to look for a decisive
moment of ‘recognition” where the true nature and fate of an individual is
revealed.? It is not the ‘truth’ or ‘meaning’ of a character we are after, but
an understanding of the forces at work in that character.

From that point of view, character doesn’t ‘represent’ anything, it
expresses forces in the way in which the speed of a car ‘expresses’ the
state of its engine, its transmission and its relation to the road. What a
character, theme or image is capable of doing is a function of its ability
to enter multiple relationships with other elements of the work, and the
effects produced will vary with the relationships, so that the component
is nothing outside of those relations (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 60).
Instead of being a unified subject possessing a ‘truth’, character is
something like a ‘general function’ that passes through different series,
and in doing so takes on different specific functions: the daughter in
King Lear functions differently in the triangle ‘father/daughter/husband’
than in the double ‘sister/sister’. Nor, by the way, need we confine
ourselves to groups of threes and twos: unlike in some structuralist
literary criticism, there is no set schema or pattern, no formal ‘structure’,
that we have to apply to all works. Rather, we experiment. If we find
that a grouping of three functions to produce an effect (in Lear, having
to do with love, desire and statements of claim), and if we can make use
of this for our own purposes (say, as part of an analysis and critique of
proprietary love and the system of social relations in which this sort of
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love has its place), then that’s an experiment that has brought in prima
facie ‘good results’.

Obviously, we will learn nothing of what the work can do if we
attribute to it capacities it does not have; we are not after an alchemical
and symbolic interpretation of the work, but a physical-chemical analysis
of its elements. Even a careful experiment may go awry: the structures or
schemata we apply may fail to yield any good result, and this may force us
to go back and rethink not only our schemata, but the questions we put to
the work that gave rise to them. In determining the nature and function of
a work’s elements, however, we don’t have to treat the literary work as an
organism, each part of which has a specific, well-defined function, so that
the critic’s job is to perform an ‘anatomy’ of the text according to a fixed
structural pattern.* An experimental reading realises that parts of the
work can perform functions other than those assigned by the author, and
that they function differently in conjunction with different elements. Like
the experimental scientist, then, the experimental reader does not assume
that the nature of what is under investigation is already known or can be
understood through some already given schema, but takes the standpoint
that its nature can only be discovered through experiment: through trying
new things, and observing the results, we may eventually produce an
effective schema.

Hence, there are no pre-determined limits to experimentation and
questioning. Suppose our experiment brings in some useful results; we
can always experiment further, seeking different patterns and configura-
tions in the text that might have different effects and uses.” Again, in King
Lear, Edmund is the ‘natural’ but ‘illegitimate’ son who, naturally, seeks
his rightful (legitimate) claim to recognition as a son and so treats his father
and brother unnaturally; Regan and Goneril, ‘got between the lawful
sheets’, are ‘unnatural hags’, treating Lear with unnatural contempt, after
he, contrary to both law and the natural order, made his daughters his
parents by giving them authority over him; so the function of ‘natural/
unnatural’, ‘bastard/legitimate’ keeps shifting through different contexts,
involving the different characters in different ways, in Edgar’s case passing
through convention as law (which disinherits him), in Goneril and Re-
gan’s, through law (Lear’s royal decree) contrary to convention, in both
through heridity (and nature), although heriditary nature produces more
‘natural’ (that is, conventional) effects in Cordelia and Edgar. One effect of
King Lear might then enable us to dismantle the ‘nature/convention’
dichotomy, which can be useful when trying to overcome conventions
that pass themselves off as natural, or which classify certain relations as
‘unnatural’, most obviously in the case of family relations.
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None of this amounts to considering King Lear a treatise on primo-
geniture, or on legitimacy and bastardy, or love and betrayal. It’s not a
question of what the work is about, but about what it can do, and
particularly, what it can do for us. In fact, Deleuze and Guattari reject the
search for overarching themes and archetypes because this would involve
grouping together into a single category too many diverse phenomena,
which may take on different functions in different contexts, and may
express forces that can combine in different ways (Deleuze and Guattari
1986: 7). There is no point in asking about a character, theme, signifier or
symbol ‘if one hasn’t asked exactly what its importance is in the work —
that is, how it functions (and not what its “meaning” is)’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 1986: 45).

Nevertheless, we don’t need to confine our investigation to how an
element functions within a single work, or even the oeuvre of a single
author. We can also combine elements extracted from one work with
those of another. To continue with the King Lear example, it’s not at all
difficult to relate the characters and plot elements of King Lear to Jane
Smiley’s novel, A Thousand Acres, (1991); after all, Smiley has deliber-
ately set Shakespeare’s tale in the US Midwest in the early 1980s. This
displacement produces a number of new relations and effects, in parti-
cular with respect to ‘the land’. In King Lear, the land is both an
inheritance, and so the focus of passions of greed and ambition, and
(on the heath) a place of exposure to the harshness of nature. In A
Thousand Acres, the flat, American farm prairie is all of these things, but
it is also much more: it is the coefficient of machinery, such a tractor or a
car (each being the effect of a large and prosperous holding, the speed of
each being the measure of the land’s vastness). Its flatness produces effects
of perspective (vastness that reduces individuals to insignificance, the
difficulty of finding a ‘middle distance’ in which to put individuals in their
proper perspective) and of visibility (everyone sees everyone else), which
in turn produce effects of hiding and dissimulation (secrecy, hypocrisy). It
is the agent of cooperation and antagonism, as it is in King Lear, but it is
also an agent in a secret, subterranean way, in the water’s transmission of
molecules and particles through the water table and the process of
evaporation and condensation, with toxic effects on the people who live
and work on land; it is an agent of life and death, and the passive victim of
human designs. It is, in the end, a series of forces that enter into a cycle
connecting it with the being of the characters (‘Lodged in my every cell,
along with the DNA, are molecules of topsoil and atrazine and paraquat
and anhydrous ammonia and diesel fuel and plant dust, and also
molecules of memory . .. All of it is present now, here; each particle
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weighs some fraction of the hundred and thirty-six pounds that attaches
me to the earth, perhaps as much as the print weighs in other sorts of
histories’ (Smiley 1991: 369)). Not only does Smiley’s portrayal of her
characters subvert their Shakespearean parallels, but her portrayal of the
land gives us a clearer understanding of how character is produced by
relations with unconscious and impersonal forces, such as those of the
land.®

There are no a priori limits on which work may be combined with
which other; only the results of such experimental combinations can tell
us which of them might prove useful. Smiley’s objective was to make use
of King Lear as part of a critique of the patriarchal American farm family,
not to interpret Shakespeare; our objective is to make use of Smiley’s
novel in ways that we find useful, by forging yet other connections, and
not necessarily in keeping with Smiley’s intentions. We are not con-
strained to reproduce a ‘meaning’ that the novel or the author has already
constituted; we are free to take up the forces the work has expressed and
made manifest, allowing those forces to reverberate in us, and seeing
where they can take us. When we do that, it becomes indeterminate where
the work’s effects leave off and our use of them begins: the result is as
much an effect of our response as it is of the work. This is true, for
example, of Deleuze’s own use of the texts of other philosophers, such as
Nietzsche, Spinoza, Bergson, Hume and Leibniz, to the extent that the
authors considered by Deleuze become so integrated in Deleuze’s own
projects that one can refer to the result as a hybrid: Deleuze—Nietzsche,
Deleuze-Spinoza, and so on. Asking whether Deleuze’s uses of these
philosophers constitutes a correct interpretation of their thought seems
completely beside the point; what is interesting is what Deleuze is able to
do with their thoughts, and what we in turn are able to do with Deleuze’s.

Powers of Language

Realising that characters, incidents, plots and themes are the global effect
of countless minute forces helps us to take those forces out of their
conventional configurations and make use of them in different ways. But
there are lots of other forces at work in literature, particularly at the level
of language.

Deleuze and Guattari are especially concerned with the use of different
usages or idioms: making a language ‘stammer’ by writing in an idiom
other than the dominant one (in ‘black English’ rather than standard
American English; in the German of a Czech Jew rather than that of a
Berlin bourgeois). This contestation of a language from within, the setting
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of ‘minoritarian’ forces of the language over against the majority con-
sensus, can resist the constraints of convention, Law and the state; being
‘a foreigner in one’s own language’ involves ‘placing all linguistic, and
even non-linguistic, elements in variation’, freeing them from their con-
ventional roles (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 98). For language always
functions within the wider social apparatus, so that resisting the ‘major’
use of a language amounts to resisting how the dominant consensus
defines reality and assigns roles and functions within it. This resistance is
more than merely ‘symbolic’, then; it gives writers and readers, speakers
and hearers, a way of understanding society according to their own
desires and interests, and a different way of affecting one another through
speech (to understand this, we may consider the different effect of the
word ‘nigger’ when uttered by a socially dominant ‘white’ to a subservient
‘black’, or when uttered by one African-American to another, for ex-
ample, in the context of a rap song).

Minoritarian usage depends on how differing usages produce different
effects, and how these effects are linked to social contexts and social
forces. So, for example, we should not try to translate or decode what
James Brown means when he sings, ‘Papa’s got a brand new bag’, or even
try to determine what African-Americans would understand him to mean:
to understand how this phrase works, we would have to know what
effects it produces among a certain group of people, in what contexts it
would likely be uttered, to whom it would usually be addressed, and so
on. It would be futile and beside the point to try to determine whether
‘bag’ is a metaphor for something else, that is, whether it really means
what some other word designates (some other word in the majoritarian
use of the language), since that in effect would transpose ‘bag’ from one
context to an entirely different one, and substitute the question ‘what
effect would an ostensibly synonymous word have on a white audience?’
for the original question (‘what effect did this phrase have on African-
Americans in 1965?). Treating Brown’s phrase as ‘metaphorical’ will not
give us an understanding of its minoritarian usage of English or the effects
of this usage (among which we’d have to include its distillation of various
African-American usages in order to summon or convoke an African-
American ‘community’ more or less coextensive with those African-
Americans who hear this summons as addressed to them.).” Nor is this
a matter of ‘interpreting’ what Brown’s phrase ‘meant’ to the African-
American community; it is rather a question of analysing the phrase’s
effect, through an analysis of the social-linguistic forces with which the
phrase intersected and of its socio-political results (including the fact that
after Martin Luther King’s assassination in 1968, a James Brown concert
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was broadcast live on radio, which turned out to be a pivotal moment:
from soul to funk, from King’s dream to Malcolm X’s pragmatic ‘by any
means necessary’ for many African-Americans). Only through this ana-
lytical understanding of how the phrase works would we be able to make
effective use of it for our own purposes.

The focus on effectiveness and use is quite distinct from an analysis of
metaphor and meaning. Metaphor is inseparable from meaning (meta-
phor is when one word ‘represents’ another), and designating a phrase or
word a metaphor thus limits its possible functions and effects to those of
meaning and representation (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 77). Deleuze
and Guattari argue that ‘sense’ (especially ‘good sense’ and ‘the correct
meaning’) function to limit what language can do by ruling out some
effects as impermissible, and this restrictiveness both belongs to ‘the
hierarchic and imperative system of language as a transmission of orders’,
and masks the ‘social factors, relations of force, [and] diverse centers of
power’ at work in language (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 20-3). Lan-
guage can achieve effects quite apart from the representation of ideas and
things, even when symbolic or metaphorical representation was the
author’s aim.

For words can have direct effects, on listeners, or on states of affairs in
the world. Think of the effect of a police officer hollering ‘stop!’, or a
baseball umpire signalling ‘safe!’: the first affects the listener’s behaviour;
the second affects a state of affairs by rendering the runner ‘safe’ (see
Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 76-83). This is obviously true in the case of
imperatives (commands, orders, injunctions), entreaties and requests, or
what some linguists and philosophers of language call ‘performatives’,
which is when a certain speech act, uttered by the right person in the right
circumstances, brings about or alters a state of affairs (a justice of the
peace saying ‘I now pronounce you husband and wife’ has the effect of
making a couple legally married, for example). It can even occur in simple
declarative and descriptive sentences, with different effects depending on
the position of the speaker: ‘This pie is mouldy’ can be a simple
observation, usually leading to the speaker or someone else throwing
it out; it can, however, be a statement of complaint (when uttered in a
restaurant, by a customer to a server), or even of condemnation (‘You
served this mouldy pie to a customer; you’re fired!). Even when it is
merely a representation of a state of affairs, it often carries with it the
force of trying to gain the hearer’s agreement (‘Yes, it is mouldy’) by
affecting the hearer’s perception (‘I hadn’t noticed, but now that you
mention it, yes, I see that it is mouldy’). For Deleuze and Guattari, the
primary function of language is to affect others: ‘In speaking, I do not
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simply indicate things and actions; I also commit acts that assure a
relation with the interlocutor, in keeping with our respective situations:
I command, I interrogate, I promise, I ask, I emit “speech acts”’ (Deleuze
1997: 73).

The direct production of effects can also be a result of the words and
images of a literary work. Some words and linguistic images, says
Deleuze, are ‘signs’ that express forces in the text, and which have a
direct effect on the reader (Deleuze 1972: 93-157). For example, an
image can compress different moments of time into one, creating a
temporal density rather than a chronological flow from past to present
to future. For Deleuze, and for many others, Marcel Proust is the master
of this technique, but he is far from the only one. Consider the sequence of
images in the opening pages of Anne Michaels’ Fugitive Pieces (1996):
bog-boy, Tollund Man, Grauballe Man, a well-preserved stone-age child
with cockleshells around his neck dug up during a road excavation, a
golem; a wooden city submerged in water and clay, glass beads and clay
bowls dug up by archaeologists and smashed by soldiers, a wooden door
burst off its frame, buttons in a chipped saucer smashed to the ground,
‘little white teeth’. Here we pass rapidly from a forest in eastern Europe in
the 1940s to that forest 2500 years ago, from the narrator emerging from
mud to the stone-age child, from the necklace to beads to buttons to teeth,
from the narrator (as a boy) emerging from mud to the resurrection of the
dead, to birth and rebirth (‘Afterbirth of earth’), and the creation of life
from clay (a golem, Frankenstein’s monster, Pygmalion, the book of
Genesis).

There is a compression of moments of time (past and present), of the
narrator and others (the stone-age child, the ‘bog-men’), of teeth and
buttons. There is also a series of what Deleuze would call ‘becomings’ that
proceed in divergent directions: the narrator becoming the dead child, the
dead child becoming the narrator (and so resurrected when he emerges
from the mud), the narrator becoming a mole digging into the ground, the
ground becoming the womb that hides and shelters the narrator, who
becomes a foetus and an afterbirth, a golem and a sorcerer. Past and
present remain distinct, but they don’t follow one another in linear
succession, they move back and forth through the equivalent of cinematic
“jump cuts’, so that past and present interpenetrate, while yet retaining
their differences. This, and not any great richness of language and
metaphor, is what gives these pages their considerable density and force.
The scene manifests all the force of a trauma: sudden jumps in time,
sudden connections, a past that underlies the present (in more ways than
one) and breaks through the surface of the present to emerge not (as in
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Proust) as a personal memory or recollection, but as a collective and
prehistoric past, connected to the present in fact, not just in thought. To
borrow the words Deleuze uses to talk about film, here.

[T]he elements themselves are constantly changing with the relations of
time into which they enter, and the terms with their connections. Narra-
tion is constantly being modified in each of its episodes, not according to
subjective variations, but as a consequence of disconnected spaces and de-
chronologized moments. (Deleuze 1989: 133)

The effect of such images and the transitions they produce is thus to
release us from the linear chronology of narrative, which runs from past
to present to future, or beginning to middle to end, and which constitutes
the ‘plot’. A plot or narrative, according to Aristotle’s classic formulation
in his Poetics, is a sequence of incidents having the unity of a single
‘action’ and its consequences, and so having a distinct beginning, middle
and end. It’s the ending (or climax) that gives meaning to the events
leading up to it, and that give the first events in the narrative the status of
a beginning (for example, is Oedipus’ recognition of his having murdered
his father and committed incest with his mother that determines which
events belong to the narrative, and where it begins). That is why in
classical narratives, such as tragedy, the end always appears inevitable:
the events narrated are precisely those that led to the ending. Narrative
time is then an inexorable march towards an inevitable future. When we
narrate our own lives, time becomes the bending back of our inevitable
future death on to the incidents of our life, the finality of death and the
finitude of life being what gives life a meaning, and that meaning is, from
that point of view, inevitably ‘tragic’.®

But when literature fractures this order, it allows moments to be related
to each other in multiple and non-linear ways; instead of a straight line
from past to present to future, there are many curved lines that can pass
through points on the line in an order other than linear succession. Time
is de-chronologised: like Billy Pilgrim, the hero of Kurt Vonnegut’s
Slaughter-house Five, the reader becomes ‘unstuck in time’, moving
between various moments. Not that the beginning and the end cease
to exist, but they take on a different role, serving to mark the limits
between which the time-voyager can travel, and that you can take an
infinite number of trips within these limits. In that sense, within the
finitude of life (bounded by birth and death) there lies an infinity, since
moments are not traversed only once and in only one direction, but an
infinite number of times, from innumerable directions. Life, then, or what
lies ‘in the middle’, is raised to an infinite power for the reader of literature
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who undergoes its effect of de-chronologisation. ‘Everything grows from
the middle’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 12, 23), middles that are not
defined by their place in a linear sequence with a beginning and an end,
but by the infinite number of connections that can be made between the
events they contain (see Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 293).

Perhaps this is the greatest thing that literature can do: release us from
tragic and finite linear time, and raise life to an infinite power, at least for
a moment. Literature at its most ‘forceful’ can be defined by this power of
getting unstuck in time, rather than by any specific use of images or
metaphors (images and metaphors are merely means for realising the
destruction of linear time). In great works, all moments of time are
virtually present at once, and can be actualised in infinite ways, in any
order; this potentially infinite becoming-actual thus constitutes a different
order of time than chronology or history (Deleuze 1995: 59,123, 152-3).
For Deleuze, the greatest writers (and film-makers) are the ones who
experiment with time and whose works produce effects of de-chronolo-
gisation. Great works intensify life, and life is intensified in us when we
encounter them. No matter what your specific aims and purposes, an
intensification of power and of a feeling of life will better equip you to
accomplish them, for power is a matter of ‘being able’, a capacity for
doing things.

Will it Work for me?
Or, Why not Everyone Loves Proust

Whether a work increases the reader’s power of acting, and in what way,
depends on the work, the reader, and the manner of their encounter. Both
the reader and the work are bodies, or extensive parts in a configuration
that expresses a ‘system of relations’ or essence (Deleuze 1990: 201-2,
209-10; Deleuze 1988: 95, 98), the essence being ‘a power of existing or
acting’ (Deleuze 1990: 89-90), a degree or power of intensity (Deleuze
1990: 183, 191, 196-9; Deleuze 1988: 98) or a capacity for affecting and
being affected that is as actual and dynamic as the body that expresses it
(see Deleuze 1990: 194, 304, 313; Deleuze 1988: 65). When two bodies
whose relations of parts agree with each other encounter and affect one
another, this results in an increase in both bodies’ powers of acting, and
this increase is experienced affectively, through a feeling of power, or
joy’. Whether the encounter is ‘good’ depends not just on the nature or
essence of the two bodies, but also on how they bodies are disposed at the
moment they encounter each other: bodies actualise their power of acting
in different degrees at different times, depending on their relations to
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other bodies that may agree with their nature, increasing their power, or
disagree with it, decreasing their power (Deleuze 1988: 40, 63-5):
because every body is affected by numerous bodies at any given time,
the state of any two bodies depends on more than those two bodies alone
(ultimately, Spinoza and Deleuze argue, it depends on the relations that
obtain between all bodies in the universe at that moment). The encounter
between reader and literary work thus depends on the reader’s sex,
gender, class position, language, level of education, historical situation
and so on, but also on how these aspects of the reader are being affected
by other circumstances. Consequently, a work may work for a reader at
some times and not others, and whether and how a work works depends
on the forces and resources the reader brings to the encounter. (It must be
noted in passing that in his own essays in literary criticism, Deleuze is not
always alive to this point, assuming that certain works will have the same
effects on everyone, at least when they work properly; this assumption,
however, is profoundly at odds with his basic ontology.)

Since not every literary work intensifies the feeling of life in everyone,
the point is to find the one that does for you, and this can only be done
through tests of experience. For the nature of the forces at work in both
work and reader can be determined only through their encounters with
each other and with others. In general, ‘Existence itself is . . . a kind of test

. a physical or chemical test, like that whereby workmen test the
quality of some material’ (Deleuze 1990: 317; see Deleuze 1988: 40), the
powers and capacities of a thing being revealed only through its inter-
action with other things, and reading is thus a test of the powers of both
the reader and the work at the moment of their encounter. The much
bally-hooed epiphany occasioned by the narrator of In Search of Lost
Time eating a madeleine and drinking herbal tea has always left me
standing outside, like an observer; throughout the whole novel, I feel like
a tourist in a foreign country, observing the strange and rather quaint
customs and manners of the locals, and never fully understanding them.
It’s not clear whether this is a failure on my part or the work’s; it’s more
on the order of a relationship or encounter with someone that doesn’t
work because of some incompatibility between two people. For when I
read Anne Michaels, or Michael Ondaatje’s The English Patient (1993),
or Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey (1991), the destruction of
chronological time does make me feel like a stranger in my own country,
and in my own language, and the effect of this is energising: I become
unstuck in time; my feeling of life intensifies. This does not mean that
Ondaatje’s and Mistry’s novels are superior to Proust’s; they work better
for me, but might not for someone else.
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What accounts for the difference in effect? It’s not because Proust is
French and hence foreign that his work doesn’t resonate in me: Ondaat-
je’s and Mistry’s novels likewise take me to times and places I didn’t live
through, and are written from the standpoint of authors who are “foreign’
(Indian, Sri Lankan), despite their Canadian citizenship. Perhaps in all
these writers, I experience in a most vivid way the ‘deterritorialisation’ of
people who live on the margins of empires (British or American), people
displaced and on the move, and that their novels invoke or ‘summon’ a
minority of which I feel myself to be a part. The effectiveness of the work
is always, in one way or another, a political question (a question of
groups, minorities and majorities, minor and major usages). In the case of
the novels of Mistry, Michaels and Ondaatje, theirs is an agreement
between their nature and mine, although it would take considerable
analysis to determine why this is.

The question then is never simply “What can a work do?’, but always
“What can it do for you/me/us?’ Does the work invoke a minority, and am
I a part of it? Answering this question determines not whether the work is
‘good’ in some objective sense or according to recognised literary ‘values’,
but whether it is good ‘for me’. By ‘good for me’, Deleuze (following
Spinoza and Nietzsche) means something that increases my power of
action (Deleuze 1990: 254-7; Deleuze 1988: 41-3). The only way to
discover which works, and which readings of them, can do this is to
experiment. When reading mobilises the forces active in the work so that
these increase the power of the forces in you, then the work works for
you. When that doesn’t happen, says Deleuze, put that book aside and
look for one that does. For ‘The ultimate aim of literature is to set free . . .
this creation of a health or this invention of a people, that is, a possibility
of life’ (Deleuze 1997: 4).

Notes

1. Agencement, for which the standard translation is ‘assemblage’, carries the
connotation of ‘agency’, not in the sense of individuals having intentions, but
in the sense of ‘a cleaning agent’, i.e. something capable of doing something, of
producing an effect. See Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 55.

2. This is the interpretation of Stanley Cavell, in his essay, “The Avoidance of Love:
A reading of King Lear’, in Cavell 1976: 267-353.

3. This view of character, and the importance of the moment of ‘recognition’, are
central elements of Aristotle’s theory of tragedy in his Poetics. In many ways,
Deleuze and Guattari’s literary theory could be called an Anti-Poetics.

4. This is the approach made famous by Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism
(1957).

5. See Deleuze and Guattari 1986:76: “Why have we aligned the faraway and the
continuous |[. . .], on the one hand, with the distant and the close [. . .], on the
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other? It has nothing to do with the words; we could have chosen others: it is a
question of experimentation and concepts’. It is a question, that is, of experi-
menting with concepts and treating concepts ‘heuristically’, not as giving us the
‘essence of a thing, but as giving us certain possibilities of knowing and under-
standing, or of organizing our experience in a useful way, or giving us certain
possibilities of acting.’

6. See Francois Zourabichvili, in Patton 1996: 196: ‘From now on, the relation to
the landscape is no longer that of an autonomous and pre-existent inner life and
an independent external reality supposed to reflect this life. The landscape is an
inner experience rather than the occasion of an echo . . . The landscape does not
return me to myself: it involves me in a becoming where the subject is no longer
coextensive with itself, where the subjective form is inadequate . . . I no longer
contain myself, nor can I recover myself in the coherence of a Self or Ego . . . To
live a landscape: one is no longer in front of it, but in it, one passes into the
landscape.’

7. On minoritarian usage and how it can function to invoke a ‘people’ or a
minority, see Daniel W. Smith 1997: xli-li. A more obvious James Brown
number exemplifying this would, of course, be ‘(Say It Loud) 'm Black and 'm
Proud’.

8. This is an aspect of Martin Heidegger’s theory of time in Being and Time (1927),
where he conceives of ‘temporality’ in terms of our ‘being-towards-death’.
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Chapter 3

The Paterson Plateau: Deleuze, Guattari

and William Carlos Williams

T. Hugh Crawford

Geeze, Doc, I guess it’s all right
but what the hell does it mean?
(Paterson: 114)

There is good reason to hope that the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze (and
his sometime collaborator Félix Guattari) will provide a new and pro-
ductive way to do literary criticism. After all, from his first major
philosophical statements in Difference and Repetition and The Logic
of Sense all the way to his last book with Guattari (What is Philosophy?)
and his own Essays Critical and Clinical, Deleuze showed a keen interest
in literature and a sharp critical (and clinical) acumen. Indeed, for Anglo-
American literary scholars, these hopes are raised higher by his frequent
reference to Lawrence, Miller, Woolf and Melville (to name but a few of
his literary touchstones). However such hopes are misplaced. Deleuze
does not make frequent reference to literature because his arguments in
some way give him special access into the meaning (psychological, social,
ideological) of those texts. Instead, literature is a source for his philoso-
phical concepts and mode of argumentation. Literature is a particular
machinic assemblage that can in part be distinguished from some phi-
losophy machines, but maintaining such distinctions is completely outside
Deleuze’s project. For him, philosophy does not provide a way to read
literature, but, without doubrt, literature functions with and plugs into the
larger desiring machine he calls philosophy.

In other words, Deleuze’s famed ‘toolbox’ does not include a hammer
to break open the closed and privileged system of a novel or poem to
reveal the hidden gleams of truth contained within. Of course it is naive to
characterise literary practice as the search for the elusive deep-hidden
meaning embodied in individual generic structures, but the prospect of
invoking a new and somewhat fresh vocabulary in critical practice is
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usually an invitation to reread canonical texts in light of this new
‘approach’. Whether it is traditional explication or the subtle revelation
of hidden hegemonic tendencies, the literary critical enterprise remains
bound to interpretation. In a stroke, Deleuze dashes the hopes of literary
scholars looking to ride the latest critical wave: ‘Significance and inter-
pretosis are the two diseases of the earth, the pair of despot and priest’
(Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 47). His work calls for writing outside the
despotic world of stratified meaning, a place where work is concerned not
with identity or equivalence (the verb ‘to be’) but instead with the
conjunction ‘and’ (see Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 56-9). Meaning there
is the product of repetition, linkage and accumulation.

In this (and a number of other instances), he shares the concerns of an
American writer who never appears in his work: William Carlos Wil-
liams. There is no clear reason why Deleuze never discovered or did not
respond to Williams, a writer working out of Whitman’s tradition who
exerted a profound influence on Allen Ginsberg and most of America’s
post-Second World War poets. Much of his work, particularly his long
poem Paterson (composed and published in the years just following the
Second World War), shows a remarkably similar set of ideas and
strategies, a shared philosophy if you will, with Deleuze. While Deleuze’s
work cannot provide a new reading of Paterson, reading the two in
tandem - folding these texts together — produces striking and useful
juxtapositions, particularly regarding the different ways these writers
confront the rejection of traditional meaning (as hierarchy or identity),
the problem of immanence in a machinic assemblage, the notion of
multiplicity in the construction of a speaking self (particularly selves
speaking minor languages), and the various lines of escape produced by
ambulant mechanisms. Following the strategies articulated by Deleuze,
Guattari and Williams, the approach of this chapter is to avoid using the
verb ‘to be’ to confer identity and meaning, and instead to use the
conjunction ‘and’ to link together two markedly different but usefully
similar socio-technical-cultural assemblages.

The Double Articulation

In 1944 (the years when he was composing the first books of Paterson),
Williams set out the problems he was pondering as the result of the
formalist experiments of high modernism (work that he contributed to
himself and held in great admiration). As a physician, Williams was
acutely aware of the inadequacy of representational systems when faced
with the complex materiality of disease. At the same time, he recognised
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the importance of discursive systems in recognising and articulating those
very illnesses (see, in particular, the medical stories in The Farmers’
Daughters which explore in minute detail the moment of diagnosis). The
composition of his long poem raises problems regarding both form (how
to sustain a long poem in the absence of traditional meter and plot) and
the insistent presence of the material world. The final stanza of ‘A Sort of
a Song’ articulates this problematic:

—through metaphor to reconcile
the people and the stones.
Compose. (No ideas
but in things) Invent!
Saxifrage is my flower that splits
the rocks.

(Williams 1988: 55)

Williams describes multiple divisions and strategies: people, stones,
words; the agency of the flower, of metaphor, composition, and voice.
He settles (uneasily) on what becomes the motto of Paterson: ‘No ideas
but in things’, a claim that has wonderful resonance with his perhaps
most famous gnomic poem:

So much depends
upon
a red wheel
barrow
glazed with rain
water
beside the white
chickens.

(Williams 1986: 224)

Similar to Deleuze and Guattari, who, as philosophers of the next
generation, had to resist the formalism of high structuralism, Williams
distances himself from the formalist exercise of modernism with an
insistent materialism foregrounding the function of the ‘thing’ in the
production of knowledge. In the poem above, the simple, insistent
materiality of the wheel barrow carries the meaning of the poem: a
meaning that does not point beyond or beneath the straightforward
objective quality of the thing in itself. One must emphasise this is not a
simplistic materialism, nor a naive denial of depth. The phrase ‘So much
depends’ clearly points to discursive systems that are (obviously) not
contained by the wheel barrow itself, and the rain-water glaze emphasises
the mediated quality of vision and, by implication, discourse. As in ‘A
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Sort of a Song’, composition, metaphor, words, invention and things
form a complex hybrid, but, as Williams recognised long before the
efflorescence of structuralism, it is a hybrid that cannot be reduced to
discursive systems or semiology.

This by no means makes Paterson a simple or direct presentation of the
thing. He may exhort himself to ‘say it’ but it is never easy to understand
the ideas in the things. His readers might respond like the unnamed
respondent in Paterson: ‘Geeze, Doc, I guess it’s all right/but what the hell
does it mean?’ (Williams 1992: 114) or like Mike Wallace in Book IV,
who calls one of Williams” poems a ‘fashionable grocery list’ (Williams
1992:222). The notion of a simple thing (or a thing-in-itself) is ultimately
the product of facile dualisms and a failure to recognise the complex
circumstances the nodes of intensity where things appear as events, not
discrete entities. This is a point Williams often demonstrates in his
ongoing search for the ‘beautiful thing’: ‘T was permitted by my medical
badge to follow the poor, defeated body into those gulfs and grottoes.
And the astonishing thing is that at such times and in such places - foul as
they may be with the stinking ischio-rectal abscesses of our comings and
goings — just there, the thing, in all its greatest beauty, may for a moment
be freed to fly for a moment guiltily about the room’ (Williams 1951:
288-9). It must be emphasised here that the glimpse of the beautiful thing
is not a moment of transcendence, nor a point of absolute stoppage. It is a
moment of intensity that owes its coalescence to a complex assemblage,
here of disease, infection, filth, the medical industry, and the teeming city
of Paterson that let him into those ‘grottoes’.

Perhaps confronted with comments similar to those Williams encoun-
tered (‘Geeze Gilles, what the hell does it mean?’), Deleuze and Guattari
introduce their own long poem, A Thousand Plateaus, with a rejection of
traditional notions of meaning production, and, at the same time,
introduce a term that Williams also found useful in exploring the
socio-material-semiological assemblage:

We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier; we will not
look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with,
in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit
intensities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and meta-
morphosed, and with what bodies without organs it makes its own
converge. A book exists only through the outside and on the outside.
A book itself is a little machine; what is the relation (also measurable) of
this literary machine to a war machine, love machine, revolutionary
machine, etc. — and an abstract machine that sweeps them along? (Deleuze
and Guattari 1987: 4)
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Successful or at least happy readers of A Thousand Plateaus take
seriously this disclaimer (which should perhaps be included in future
prefaces to Paterson). Their work is an antidote to interpretosis — the
reduction of the machine to meaning as identity, to strata of determina-
tion — in favour of meaning as connection, folding together the inside and
outside of the various planes (discourse, consistency, affect).

Guattari explains in Chaosmosis that the abstract machine described
above is rigorously anti-Platonic. Such a machine does not provide a
passage to pure universals, abstracted from the detritus of the material
world (‘the stinking ischio-rectal abscesses of our comings and goings’),
but instead is a drawing together of the strata so strenuously divided by
rational thought: “When we speak of abstract machines, by “abstract”
we can also understand “extract” in the sense of extracting. They are
montages capable of relating all the heterogeneous levels that they
traverse’ (Guattari 1995: 35). In his own way, Williams makes precisely
the same point in the passage from his autobiography quoted above. The
thing of beauty that momentarily flies about the room - the same
beautiful thing he pursues with such abandon in Paterson Book III —
is not an ideal form. It/she is extracted from fragrant circumstances. His
abstract machine leaves those circumstances intact, always resisting the
movement to generalisation. After all, this was the poet who celebrated
the quiet dignity of the man who gathered dog shit from the gutter
(Williams 1986: 42), and who insisted that the universal was only to be
found in the local. His work was in the invention of abstract machines —
socio-technical assemblages — that enabled him to perform that extrac-
tion, and he always made sure to call attention to the ‘outside’ of the
book, to the simple fact that such texts necessarily participate in
assemblages larger than closed discursive formations: the function served
by his ‘medical badge’, his automobile, his typewriter, the modern poetic
movements (his long, personal relationship with such writers as H.D.,
Marianne Moore, Ezra Pound, and Wallace Stevens to name but a few of
his many literary friendships) and the complex circumstances of the
people and things that inhabit his poems and fiction, that inhabit
Paterson and Paterson. Williams even shares the same vocabulary as
his French philosophical brethren, defining the poem as a ‘small (or
large) machine made of words’ (Williams 1988: 54). Although he was
given to flip comments, this assertion should be taken seriously not
simply because it is a handy metaphor to think through poetic form
(words are interchangeable parts and so on), but also because it marks an
essentially pragmatic concept of poetic form and purpose. For Williams
a poem is a machinic assemblage that cuts across a broad range of
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enunciative and non-enunciative planes in order to produce a conjunc-
tion and an intensity.’

The philosophical concept of the abstract machine calls attention to
both the practice of extraction and, at the same time, Deleuze and
Guattari’s own version of pragmatism, which emphasises the process
of abstraction, the necessarily ongoing and always unfinished construc-
tion of universality. As Deleuze acknowledges in an interview, ‘Abstrac-
tions explain nothing, they themselves have to be explained: there are no
such things as universals, there’s nothing transcendent, no Unity, subject
(or object), Reason; there are only processes, sometimes unifying, sub-
jectifying, rationalising, but just processes all the same’ (Deleuze 1995:
145).% This is fundamental to the notion of the abstract machine, and at
the same time, a remarkable description of the practice of Paterson. The
unity of the subject (Dr Paterson, the titular narrator of the poem) and of
the object (the city and its environs) is never taken as a given, and is only
constructed as process (never as completed entity). Locating the universal
only in local circumstances denies any movement towards arborescence
that makes meaning via identity and hierarchical movement (the verb ‘to
be’). Instead meaning is the product of conjunction, an ambulatory,
nomadic coordination: AND, AND, AND.

Abstract machines (indeed, all machines) operate in assemblages that,
depending on their size, extension, and durability, create the possibility of
semi-determinate meaning, and, consequently, the closing-off of lines of
flight. Such assemblages can become part of arborescent systems that
promote a determinate sense of reality or the illusion of hegemony.
Guattari explains the irreducible character of machinic assemblages,
how they necessarily bring in heterogeneous materials that destabilise
clearly demarcated meaning. His discussion, similar to Bruno Latour’s
critique of the Enlightenment purification impulse in We Have Never
Been Modern, makes problematic the facile invocation of such notions as
hegemony:

Contemporary machinic assemblages have even less standard univocal
referent than the subjectivity of archaic societies. But we are far less
accustomed to the irreducible heterogeneity, or even the heterogenetic
character, of their referential components. Capital, Energy, Information,
the Signifier are so many categories which would have us believe in the
ontological homogeneity of referents. (Guattari 1995: 46)

In their discussion of the war machine and nomad science which they set
up against the state and royal science, Deleuze and Guattari denounce the
hierarchies and striations that result from believing in the ‘ontological
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homogeneity of referents’. In their formula, the hydraulic model of royal
science is derived from mathematically calculable laminar flows, the
production of strata or striations on smooth space (Deleuze and Guattari
1987: 361-3). Royal science sets boundaries, divides, defines and re-
stricts. In linguistics, the division of form from content is another such
micro-assemblage that Williams and Deleuze and Guattari reject in
favour of a more fluid and turbulent model (nomadic hydraulics).
Deleuze and Guattari argue for a monism that rejects the imperialism
of systems of signification at the expense of the immanence of the world
and the materiality of informatics itself:

All of this culminates in a language stratum that installs an abstract
machine on the level of expression and takes the abstraction of content
even further, tending to strip it of any form of its own (the imperialism of
language, the pretensions to a general semiology). In short, the strata
substantialize diagrammatic matters and separate a formed plane of
content from a formed plane of expression. They hold expressions and
contents, separately substantialized and formalized, in the pincers of a
double articulation assuring their independence and real distinction and
enthroning a dualism that endlessly reproduces and redivides. They
shatter the continuums of intensity, introducing breaks between different
strata and within each stratum. They prevent conjunctions of flight from
forming and crush the cutting edges of deterritorialization [. . .]. (Deleuze
and Guattari 1987: 143)

According to Deleuze and Guattari, the double articulation of linguistics —
form of expression and form of content — proves an excellent method for
consistently reinscribing dualism at the point of connection and the
moment of intensity. Such a strategy enables the bracketing out of, for
example, non-enunciative systems and such absurdities as the more naive
versions of ‘everything is a text’ so popular among literary scholars in the
1980s. Structuralism (and some versions of deconstruction) takes as its
mainspring the absence of ‘things’ except as they participate in a closed
system of signification, except as they stand in and point towards some
scientific, literary or philosophical abstraction. The bracketing out of
‘things’ as actors which can produce specific local effects given certain
configurations of socio-technical-discursive assemblages ignores the mul-
tiplicity that necessarily inheres in the singular event.

In A Novelette, Williams expresses a similar attitude with his critique of
science (or, one might say, ‘royal science’): “When these things were first
noted categories were ready for them so that they got fast in corners of
understanding. By this process, reinforced by tradition, every common
thing has been nailed down, stripped of freedom of action and taken



64 T. Hugh Crawford

away from use’ (Williams 1970: 295-6). The reterritorialisation of the
‘thing’ (here, the object of science) by a stratifying abstract machine
crushes its production of local, singular event or haeceity. One should
also note here Williams® continued pragmatic position: the ‘common
thing’ not only loses freedom, but is also ‘taken away from use’. It can
only function as an element in a static, territorialized structure, instead of
participating in a machinic assemblage to produce conjunction and
intensity, turbulence on smooth space.

Nevertheless, literary and philosophical texts are necessarily linguistic
constructions. The presence of the thing is always and only marked by its
absence. Its representation links it to the narrow strata of language, the
double articulation. Even though he does not discuss them directly in his
literature or criticism, these are points that Williams grappled with,
dealing with them in two ways. First, in his texts, he consistently insists
that his readers confront the thing as a thing (even if it is a thing
expressed). This is not to say he was so naive as to presuppose an
unmediated representation of the thing, but rather he offers description
after description of simple ‘objective’ details without comment. He
refuses to make the thing stand in for some other, more abstract idea
or concept. The ‘no ideas but in things’ dictum does not point ‘up’ to
ideas; instead, it points ‘down’ to things. His descriptions of the material
world do not form an arborescent system, but instead, like the leaves of
grass described by Walt Whitman (his fellow poet from New Jersey), his
things accrete meaning and produce through coordination, not subordi-
nation: ‘The bridge tender wore spectacles and used a cane. And the
rotary movements of the bridge was a good example of simple machinery.
Write, said he to himself taking up the yellow pad from the seat of the car
and beginning to scratch with = (Williams 1970: 284-85). In Paterson,
he even takes on the science of stratification — a geological survey — in the
service of his own machinic heterogenesis. On a single page (139), he
reproduces the results of a well bored in 1879-80 to a depth of 2100 feet.
The page, appearing in the middle of his long poem, simply enumerates
the substratum of Paterson — red sandstone, sandy shale, selenite, quick-
sand and so on — without comment. Of course one may generalise that
such a survey is of the bedrock on which the city and the poem are based
(a disheartening and almost nauseating explication), but even so, it
remains a wonderfully local symbol. Its details do not rise to the ‘level’
of traditionally poetic utterances. Instead, the reader gets simple juxta-
position. These strata, unlike the language stratum (‘the imperialism of
language, the pretensions to a general semiology’), are not linear or
arborescent: his geology is rhizomatic.
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His other response to the absence of the material object represented in
the text is his insistence on the materiality of informatics itself. Much has
been made of Williams’ use of the typewriter as his primary mode of
composition. As noted in the quotation in the previous paragraph, he
would write down his impressions of a particular scene or event on a stray
piece of paper (often on his prescription pads), but he assembled his
poetry on the typewriter. This helps to account for the look of the poems
on the page, the most obvious example being the close connection
between his famous stepped-down triadic line and the typewriter’s tab
key. Williams’ poetry is of the machine age and is clearly formed by the
machines used to compose it.> What is often lost in such observations
regarding his work is the symmetrical point: that his poems — their
material presentation — also produce the machinic assemblage of their
composition. The look of the poems on the page emphasises the poem as a
material thing, as the product of a complex socio-technical dispositif.
Words in Williams are material. In The Great American Novel, he asks,
‘can you not see, can you not taste, can you not smell, can you not hear,
can you not touch — words?’ (Williams 1970: 159). The answer is a
resounding yes, as he produces in Paterson, Book III, the language of the
people on the street chaotically tumbling down the page, breaking all
rules of typesetting. This is not a simple dada gimmick. Williams is calling
attention to the simple but often ignored idea that words are things.

From the Mouths of Polish Mothers

Resisting the striations of the double articulation is never simply a matter
of which words and which things, but also whose words, whose things.
The primary impulse, a significant cog in Deleuze and Guattari’s desiring
machine, is their constant search for points of instability, where material
irrupts into the plane of discourse or where discursive planes collide,
crumple and heave up on to each other like so many icebergs, producing
fresh fractures and associations. A key concept they develop regarding
such points of instability is the ‘minor language’, examined in their book
on Kafka:

How many people today live in a language that is not their own? Or no
longer, or not yet, even know their own and know poorly the major
language that they are forced to serve? This is the problem of immigrants,
and especially of their children, the problem of minorities, the problem of
a minor literature, but also a problem for all of us: how to tear a minor
literature away from its own language, allowing it to challenge the
language and making it follow a sober revolutionary path? How to
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become a nomad and an immigrant and a gypsy in relation to one’s own
language? (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 19)

For them, a minor language is an enunciative assemblage that necessarily
carries with it the possibility of deterritorialising the biunivocal meaning
determined by official discourse. In this position, Deleuze acknowledges a
debt to Foucault (who was also a great archaeologist of the minor voice):
“What’s influenced me most is his theory of utterance, because it involves
conceiving language as a heterogeneous and unstable aggregate and allows
oneto think abouthow new types of utterance come to be formed in all fields’
(Deleuze 1990: 150). Springing from this notion of language as an unstable
aggregate, Deleuze and Guattari’s minor language is a virus that, upon
inoculation, proliferates uncontrollably, producing chaotic multiples and
spontaneous growths upon the rigid segmentarity of determinate meaning.

Williams, firmly rooted in his New Jersey suburban medical practice
where his patients were primarily poor, immigrant factory workers, knew
both the power and the disruptive capacity of a minor language and
literature. Even as he acknowledged his appropriation of the words and
stories of this officially voiceless and illiterate populace, Williams clearly
revelled in their subversive quality. He famously claimed that the words
for his poetry came directly ‘from the mouths of Polish mothers’, and, in
Paterson, he freely interpellates the language of numerous sources: news-
paper articles, history books, signed and unsigned letters. Some of the
more notorious of these texts are the letters of a young poet, Marcia
Nardi, which excoriate Williams for his failure to provide her with
adequate emotional support.* There also appear in the latter books
letters which are early publications of Allen Ginsberg and Gilbert
Sorrentino (then representatives of a minor literature that only later
began to attain majority status).

Examples of minor voices abound throughout Williams® work, and
their status is always problematic. He clearly leaves himself open to
charges of appropriation and exploitation; nevertheless, those voices tend
towards the subversive. They undercut the magisterial voice of literary
modernism (the ironic detachment of, for example, T. S. Eliot or Wallace
Stevens), and open the door for disruptions completely beyond the
control of the author or narrator. Williams clearly takes pleasure in
the construction of an assemblage that is potentially as chaotic or
turbulent as the world he describes. Deleuze was also stung by the
accusation that he appropriated the experiences of minor groups (see
‘Letter to a Harsh Critic’ in Negotiations), a point he addresses obliquely
in Dialogues:
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You might say that writing by itself, when it is not official, necessarily
comes into contact with ‘minorities’ who do not necessarily write on their
own account, about whom no one writes either, in the sense that they
would be taken as object, but on the contrary, in which one is caught up
willy-nilly, from the fact that one is writing. A minority never exists ready-
made, it is only formed on lines of flight, which are also ways of advancing
and attacking. (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 43)

Williams daily encountered those who do not write and, like Deleuze’s
point in this quotation, does not so much take them up as objects,’ as, by
writing, he constructs an enunciative assemblage through that minority
(even as he constructs that minority) which can potentially disrupt
‘official” writing, and form a line of flight — a way of ‘advancing and
attacking’. For Williams, even memory can open the door to an inter-
nalised minor speech, and to the multitudes contained there:

since the spaces it opens are new
places
inhabited by hordes
heretofore unrealized
(Williams 1992: 78)

From the beginning of his long poem, Williams takes up the topic of
minor languages, asking many of the same questions as Deleuze and
Guattari. Dr Paterson wanders, listening to the thunder of the falls,
wondering;:

(What common language to unravel?
..combed into straight lines
from that rafter of a rock’s
lip.)
(Williams 1992: 7)

He takes as his problem the location of a common language, but his
solution to commonality remains in heterogeneity, the multiplicity of the
speakers and the spoken. This does not mean that he wholeheartedly
embraces such multiplicity. Soon after the above quotation, language
appears again as a topic, here lamenting those who cannot speak:

The language, the language
fails them
They do not know the words
or have not
the courage to use them.
(Williams 1992: 11)
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It is of some significance that Williams does not presume to speak for
these wordless people (although he sometimes cannot resist a bit of
criticism). Instead he searches for scraps of speech, rags of words to
piece together not in a cohesive reconstruction of another how-the-other-
half-lives, but instead as a fleeting glimpse (a beautiful thing flitting about
the room) which becomes part of Paterson.

So Dr Paterson seeks a ‘common language’ (Williams 1992: 7) and
hears,

Voices!
multiple and inarticulate. voices
clattering loudly to the sun, to
the clouds. Voices
assaulting the air gaily from all sides.

—among which the ear strains to catch
the movement of one voice among the rest
(Williams 1992: 54)

As readers of Paterson know, one only momentarily catches the move-
ment of one voice. This marks another element of the disruptive capacities
of certain enunciative assemblages. For Williams and Deleuze and Guat-
tari, minor speech is a revolutionary resource, a way of undoing the
biunivocality of official or arborescent discourse, but Deleuze also places
great value on a physiological discourse disrupter — the stutter:

Is it possible to make language stutter without confusing it with speech?
Everything depends on the way we consider language. If we extract it like
a homogeneous system in equilibrium, or close to equilibrium, defined by
constant terms and relations, it is obvious that the disequilibriums and
variations can only affect speech (nonpertinent variations of the intona-
tion type). But if the system appears in perpetual disequilibrium or
bifurcation, if each of its terms in turn passes through a zone of continuous
variation, then the language itself will begin to vibrate and stutter, but
without being confused with speech, which never assumes more than one
variable position among others, or moves in more than one direction.
(Deleuze 1997: 108)

Deleuze sets out a multiplicitous stuttering. Language can stutter on the
vocal level, like Williams’ chattering falls — the halting speech of the mass
of voices in the poem — or the language itself can be made to stutter, to
tremble as it becomes other. The old, official phrases can be broken up.
In his essay on Melville’s Bartleby, Deleuze explains how the main
character’s agrammatical utterance, ‘I prefer not’, unleashes both a
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multiplicity of meaning and a cascade of events that overwhelm the
characters and circumstances in the story and the reader of the story as
well. This agrammatical speech is a form of language stuttering. Unlike
another of Melville’s heroes, Billy Budd, Bartleby does not himself suffer
from a physiological stutter, but he breaks apart the language of the law
office and the story.

In ‘How to Write’ Williams describes another form of stuttering, his
way to deterritorialise biunivocal discourse: ‘all this is the birth of a new
language. It is a new allotment of significance. It is the cracking up of
phrases which have stopped the mind’ (Williams 1976: 100). The critique
here is not on the level of the word (the problem of identity and
biunivocality) but on the phrase. It is a repudiation of the simple clichés
that make the world comfortable for their unthinking users. To accom-
plish this Williams adopts several strategies. He often writes short
vignettes, scenes where he can incorporate minor language — found
phrases — as fresh or destabilising forces. ‘Hi, open up a dozen, make/
it two dozen! Easy girl!/ You wanna blow a fuse?’ (Williams 1992: 137).
He would also use measure — his often bizarre line breaks — to make his
phrases and sentences stutter. “The Red Wheelbarrow’ is a classic ex-
ample where the compound words ‘wheelbarrow’ and ‘rainwater’ are
divided and set on separate lines. This strategy makes many of his poems
impossible to read as straightforward sentences. Instead, they result in a
halting, a stuttering that produces precisely the vibration Deleuze de-
scribes. Such line breaks — Williams’ obsessive quest for a new measure —
are designed primarily to break up old associations and to help to form a
new mind. Williams was well aware of the role of language in fabricating
both the world and the mind, and he saw his stuttering as a form of
liberation, a point raised explicitly, though plaintively, in Paterson:

Without invention nothing is well spaced,
unless the mind change, unless
the stars are new measured, according
to their relative positions, the
line will not change, the necessity
will not matriculate: unless there is
a new mind there cannot be a new
line
(Williams 1992: 50)

When compared with much of his other writing on measure, it becomes
obvious that Williams is making a symmetrical argument: new line = new
mind; new mind = new line. What cannot be ignored in reading the lines
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Williams produces is their halting nature. It is a poetics of fracture, cutting
across many discursive strata and confounding the double articulation
that becomes a source of new knowledge and new modes of knowing.

Williams also takes up the violence inherent in this fracturing: ‘Kill the
explicit sentence, don’t you think? And expand our meaning — by verbal
sequences. Sentences, but not grammatical sentences: dead-falls set by
schoolmen’ (Williams 1992: 188). This is the point where his sense of
language and composition could be described as most fully Deleuzian.
Clearly they share a disdain for the boundaries produced by the school-
men, for whom language must be a thomogeneous system in equilibrium,
or close to equilibrium’. Killing the explicit sentence upsets this equili-
brium and, rather than creating nonsense, opens up vertiginous possibi-
lities for the production of sense, for the becoming of meaning. What is
key in this passage, and emblematic of the entire poem, is the middle
phrase: ‘by verbal sequences’. This is the AND, AND, AND of Deleuzian
discourse. The explicit sentence has a point. It anchors meaning. The
accretion of verbal sequences creates both a zone of indiscernibility and a
proliferation of paths; it is a stuttering of language as a whole.

While Paterson is replete with simple, direct, and generally gramma-
tical sentences, they fail to cohere into a grand unity. The poem proceeds
in fits and starts, slowly building through repetition and proliferation but
achieves no resolution. It never snaps into the clarity of identity; it never
answers the question, ‘Geez, Doc, what does it mean?’ but instead opens
itself up to one vast stutter. In the preface to Kora in Hell, Williams quotes
Wallace Stevens’ critique of his work: ‘to fidget with points of view leads
always to new beginnings and incessant new beginnings lead to sterility’
(Williams 1970: 15). Deleuze and Williams take the opposite viewpoint.
Fidgeting with speakers, with fresh beginnings, particularly on the macro-
level leads to a language that shivers into a thousand tiny fragments, each
of which bears the seed for striking configurations of new knowledge.

An American Nomadology

Discussing the work of Williams® poetic forebear, Deleuze sets out the
problem he sees Whitman as facing: “The object of American literature is
to establish relations between the most diverse aspects of the United
States’ geography . . . as well as its history, struggles, loves, and evolu-
tion’ (Deleuze 1997: 59). On first reading, this seems an obvious assertion
to make about Whitman and much of American literature, which has
often been characterised as an embrace of a large and sprawling multi-
plicity. However, one must recognise the special place geography holds in
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Deleuze’s thought. The spatialisation of thought — its deployment across
heterogeneous planes or plateaus — makes geography and its sibling
sciences, cartography and nomadology, both fundamental and proble-
matic. The geographical is never a given, but instead is always con-
structed through the establishment of relations. Geography and
nomadology work in virtual spaces where the philosopher charts zones
of intensity and lines of flight.

This point in Deleuze’s work is further complicated by his (and Guat-
tari’s) notion of the nomad, which is linked to abstract machines and virtual
lines of flight. Deleuze is fond of invoking Toynbee’s claim that the ‘nomads
are the ones who don’t move on, they become nomads because they refuse
to disappear’ (Deleuze 1995: 138).° While this claim seems counter-
intuitive — the traditional western notion of the nomad is of those who
are always moving on — it ties in well with a number of Deleuzian concepts,
including the notion of minor language and minor or nomad science
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 361-74). It is precisely because they do
not move on and yet do not become (literally) territorialised, that the
nomads provide a model for minor disruption. They become the clinamen
on which a turbulent cascade begins (the falls at Paterson). Deleuze and
Guattari are careful to distinguish the nomad from the immigrant. The
latter moves with a purpose: from point A to point B. On the other hand, the
nomad moves (physically, spatially, intellectually) as purpose. The terri-
torialised immigrants establish new boundaries (and maintain links to
distant territories); they make their home in striated space. The nomad
explores (and constructs) smooth space by becoming ambulatory, and,
conversely, through ambulatory becoming.

It is perhaps not surprising that a major theme of Paterson is this very
ambulatory becoming. As discussed earlier, Williams confronted a range
of immigrant populations throughout his career as a physician. At the
same time, he emphasised his own immigrant status, commenting fre-
quently on his ‘mixed’ parentage, which included an English father and a
mother who was a combination of Basque, French, Puerto Rican and Jew.
Also, of course, he celebrated the Americanness of just such multiplicity.
As an immigrant, he and his family had already arrived at point B. Indeed,
Williams lived his entire adult life in a house just around the corner from
the one where he was born. His literary friends (Ezra Pound, Robert
MacAlmon and so on) frequently exhorted him to come to Europe in
order to expand his seemingly limited horizons. But Williams, like
Toynbee/Deleuze, soon recognised that, as an intellectual nomad, he
needed to not go away. Instead, he had to construct his own virtual lines
of escape:
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Escape from it — but not by running
away. Not by ‘composition.” Embrace the
foulness.

(Williams 1992: 103)

In Deleuze, a line of escape is never a ‘running away’, but instead is a
fleeing to. Williams also resists ‘composition’ as a territorialisation
(the sentences of schoolmen), emphasising instead writing as expres-
sive possibility. His line of escape (and his poetic line) is through
foulness, the ‘stinking ischio-rectal abscesses’ of his medical practice
and his nomadic life, his life as a poetic artisan: “The artisan is the
itinerant, the ambulant. To follow the flow of matter is to itinerate, to
ambulate. It is intuition in action’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 409).
Rather than composing a segmentary space, the ambulant moves in
smooth space, and his or her goal is in the perambulation, in
becoming-nomad.

Deleuze and Guattari open The Anti-Oedipus by invoking the stroll of
the schizophrenic and the perambulations of Beckett’s characters. Near
the beginning of ‘Sunday in the Park’ (Paterson, Book II), Williams offers
his own description (cribbed from the Journal of the American Medical
Association):

The body is tilted slightly forward from the basic standing position and the
weight thrown on the ball of the foot, while the other thigh is lifted and the
leg and opposite arm are swung forward (fig. 6B). Various muscles, aided.
(45)

Of course this is straight physiology, but in many ways it sounds no less
absurd than Beckett’s descriptions. Indeed, it raises pointedly the sheer
complexity of embodiment. No single discursive description can accu-
rately represent an action most people have internalised by the end of
their first year. Here the plane of corporeality juts into the plane of
discourse, disrupting all notions of adequate mimesis. It is of some
consequence that Williams quotes the Journal of the American Medical
Association, the representative of State medical science, in a text that,
contra-State-sanctioned discourse, remains insistently nomadic. Deleuze
and Guattari make a similar point regarding another State-sanctioned
discourse, the Law: ‘with the legal model, one is constantly reterritor-
ializing around a point of view, on a domain according to a set of
constant relations; but with the ambulant model, the process of deterri-
torialization constitutes and extends the territory itself’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 1987: 372). The ambulant model predominates in ‘Sunday in the
Park’, where Williams does (in the words of Wallace Stevens) ‘fidget with
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points of view” with an eye towards extending the territory he traverses,
and traversing makes.

In some ways, ‘Sunday in the Park’ represents Williams’ most con-
sistent effort to maintain a singular point of view. Ostensibly Dr Paterson
is walking through the park, registering his impressions. But Williams, as
usual, does not offer a consistent or linear narration. Instead he registers
the stray fragments of speech he hears and the things he sees, breaking the
narrative enough to avoid arborescence. A stable point of view cannot
coalesce, in part because Dr Paterson/Williams is charting a geography of
percepts where the process is his becoming imperceptible. The book opens
with these lines:

Outside
outside myself
there is a world,
he rumbled, subject to my incursions
—a world
(to me) at rest,
which I approach
concretely—
(43)

One could read this as a reinscription of the subject/object dichotomy,
but Williams has little truck with solipsistic maundering. Instead, what
he invokes as the world is a milieu of action, a space for the conjunction
of forces: the vital force of the speaker/narrator and the equally vital
force of the non-organic life called the park. Stevens’ critique of multiple
points of view depends on privileging the thinking/speaking subject over
this non-organic milieu. Williams’ response to such biunivocal reduction
is the becoming imperceptible of the speaking subject: “Why even speak
of “L,” he dreams, which/interests me almost not at all?’ (Williams 1992:
18).” The ‘outside’ is subject to the speaker’s incursions not so much
through his crossing a boundary, but by following the fold that only
provisionally and temporarily creates the effect of an inside that is
opposed to an outside.
For Williams, as for Deleuze,

The minimum real unity is not the word, the idea, the concept or the
signifier, but the assemblage. It is always an assemblage which produces
utterances. Utterances do not have as their cause a subject which would
act as a subject of enunciation any more than they are related to subjects as
subjects of utterance. The utterance is the product of an assemblage —
which is always collective, which brings into play within us and outside us
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populations, multiplicities, territories, becomings, affects, events. (Deleuze
and Parnet 1987: 51)

‘Sunday in the Park’ is just such a contraption, a machine of enuncia-
tion, but it is also a percept machine, and it is on this point of perception
that Williams” non-subjective assemblage becomes further complicated.
Williams always celebrated the precisely registered detail, and indeed
was one of the first poets to let that impulse carry the weight of his
poetry. Many of the shorter poems are simply descriptive, literal without
a hint of figuration. Such an impulse demands an observer with a stable
point of view equipped with a simple, straightforward vocabulary. As
we have seen, in his long poem this stable perceiver is replaced by a
speaker in the process of becoming imperceptible. Deleuze calls this the
movement from perception to the percept. A perception requires a
perceiver in some form of Cartesian space, whereas a percept is an
assemblage that interpellates perceivers in their becoming. Francois
Zourabichvili explains it this way in relation to the landscape (or the
park in Paterson, New Jersey):

[T]he relation to the landscape is no longer that of an autonomous and
pre-existent inner life and an independent external reality supposed to
reflect this life. The landscape is an inner experience rather than the
occasion of an echo; not the redundancy of lived experience, but the very
element of a ‘passage of life’. The landscape does not return me to myself:
it involves me in a becoming where the subject is no longer coextensive
with itself, where the subjective form is inadequate when faced with the

unformedness of becoming. I no longer contain myself, nor can I recover
myself in the coherence of a Self or Ego. (1996: 196).

It is somewhat ironic that the percept, which is at least provisionally
linked to perception, marks the moment when the self becomes imper-
ceptible, when coherence is lost in the flux of nomadic life, and the ego
becomes the effect of a folding of inside and outside, or, more specifically,
the inside is revealed as a momentary invagination of the outside.® The
poem itself, when taken as a complete entity of five books (originally only
four were projected) also folds on to itself. The last book has often been
read as a metacommentary on the previous four, so the text becomes
vortical. Williams or Dr Paterson as self basically disappears from the
poem, folded in among a multitude of voices, organic and non-organic
enuciative machines. In addition, the possibility of having knowledge is
framed in the occupation of a milieu in the process of becoming. The final
lines of Book V:
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We know nothing and can know nothing.
but
the dance, to dance to a measure
contrapuntally,
Satyrically, the tragic foot.
(236)

Knowledge requires a relative measure (nomadic and not state science)
and the becoming-animal of the poet. His dance is a satyr’s dance; his
measure is a crippled or hooved foot; his dance is a physical stutter.

Dr Paterson’s Clinic

One of the most famous of Williams’ early poems is the opening of Spring
and All where the narrator, an early version of Dr Paterson, is driving to
the ‘contagious hospital’ and describes what he sees:

All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees
with dead, brown leaves under them

leafless vines—
(Williams 1988: 183)

Three forces are in conjunction here that warrant some scrutiny: birth,
disease, and anthropomorphism. The poem is an abstract machine that
produces a complex notion of health. Clearly, as the title notes, this is a
poem about the coming of spring; these bushes and small trees are
beginning to bud (a frequent theme in Williams’ work). But at the same
time, the poem opens with reference to contagion, to pathology, and there
is something frightening or sinister about this reddish, purplish material.
It marks overabundance, proliferation, the chaos of rank overgrowth
which is also signalled by last year’s dead vines. The meadows and woods
of Williams® world are rarely cultivated, and the vegetation erupts
obscenely into the scenes he describes. Later these same plants are
described as entering ‘the new world naked’, which is as close as Williams
will get to a metaphor — here of his own paediatric practice.

The relationship between Williams® medical practice and his poetry,
prompted by his own comments, has been the source of much speculation
and discussion. The criticism generally works across two registers (which
correspond to the double articulation): how the medical practice pro-
vides material for the poems and fiction; and how his literary practice is
framed by the material and discursive concerns of medical practice.” The
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assemblage in Spring and All and the later Paterson points towards
another plane: health. Following Nietzsche (with his usual twists),
Deleuze also raises the question of health and literature. In the opening
to Essays Critical and Clinical, he defines the writer as ‘the physician of
himself and the world. The world is the set of symptoms whose illness
merges with man. Literature then appears as an enterprise of health’
(Deleuze 1997: 3). Poet as physician, literature as a practice of world
health: these notions coalesce in the poem above, and are clearly part of
the conjunction of forces in Paterson, where ‘Health as literature, as
writing, consists in inventing a people who are missing’ (Deleuze 1997: 4).
Williams® medical practice extends to his literature in the production of
health through a two-stage process: symptomatology and nomadology.

These stages loosely correspond to the distinction Deleuze makes
between the critical and the clinical:

Criticism and the clinic ought strictly to be identical: but criticism would
be, as it were, the outlining of the plane of consistence of a work, a sieve
which would extract the particles emitted or picked up, the fluxes
combined, the becomings in play; the clinic, in accordance with its precise
meaning, would be the outline of lines on this plane or the way in which
the lines outline the plane, which of them are dead-ended or blocked,
which cross voids, which continue, and most importantly the line of
steepest gradient, how it draws in the rest, toward what destination.
(Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 119-20)

At this point, Deleuze is discussing literary criticism, so the plane of
consistence would be formed by the specific literary text: its form,
content, mode of enunciation. When criticism is turned on to the world
as a whole by the physician/poet, the plane of consistence consists of
diagnostics: the symptomatology of the detail or the event, patiently
articulated particle by particle. Such a diagnostics concerns not just the
‘objective’ details of a material world, but also the place of the observer,
other human observers, non-human actors, and language; and, more
important, the fluxes and combinations of those particles. It is an
assemblage (agencement) as agencing.

However, for Williams (and Deleuze), criticism by itself is only the first
stage in the production of health. In Kora in Hell, Williams comments
negatively on a simplistic or positivistic symptomatology: ‘Although itis a
quality of the imagination that it seeks to place together those things
which have a common relationship, yet the coining of similes is a pastime
of very low order, depending as it does on a nearly vegetable coincidence.
Much more keen is that power which discovers in things those inimitable
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particles of dissimilarity to all other things which are the peculiar
perfections of the thing in question’ (Williams 1970: 18). In this quotation
emerges an important distinction between traditional (non-Deleuzian)
criticism and the clinical impulse. In establishing common relationships,
the ‘imagination’ is part of the ‘language stratum that installs an abstract
machine on the level of expression and takes the abstraction of content
even further, tending to strip it of any form of its own (the imperialism of
language, the pretensions to a general semiology)’ (Deleuze and Guattari
1987: 143). Williams’ critique of first-stage symptomatology is that it is a
form of identification which is necessarily linked to a movement to
generalisation, and, ultimately, to judgement.

His alternative, which marks the movement to the clinical or (in a
related way) the nomadic, is to focus on the particles of dissimilarity:
points of difference, places and spaces of non-identity. This is clearly
linked to the notion of the poet/physician whose diagnosis of the world
must necessarily focus on the anomaly: the detail that marks the object as
different. The movement to the clinical then is not the eradication of this
anomaly (as in traditional medicine or much literary criticism for that
matter), but in linking these details, the ‘perfections of the thing in
question’ into a dynamic assemblage: not to judge but to assemble is
the route to health.

The critical/clinical impulse takes the writer outside literature and
outside (or at least to the edge) of language. It is a form of practice
and a mode of existence, and, like the nomadological principle of Dr
Paterson’s stroll, marks a becoming imperceptible: ‘Criticism and the
clinic: life and work are the same thing, when they have adapted the line
of flight which makes them the components of the same war-machine. In
these conditions life has for a long time ceased to be personal and the
work has ceased to be literary or textual’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 141).
Deleuze clearly demands a different form of criticism (‘A clinic without
psychoanalysis or interpretation, a criticism without linguistics or sig-
nificance’ Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 120); one without universals, with-
out judgement, without identity. But this desire is not a product of
negation (no absolutes). Instead it is a form of conjunction, a nexus of
multiplicity which is the only sure road to health. Paterson requires (and
creates) just such a critical/clinical war machine. It is both a symptoma-
tology (enumeration of the particles of dissimilarity) and a nomadology:
Williams the physician/poet assembles a non-identical, anti-judgement
machine that works its rhizomatic magic through proliferation, the
overabundant and multiplicitous production of AND ... AND ...
AND.
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Notes

1. In a different context, Guattari makes a similar claim: ‘[The structuralists] have
postulated a general signifying translatability for all forms of discursivity. But in
doing so, have they not misunderstood the essential dimension of machinic
autopoiesis? The continual emergence of sense and effects does not concern the
redundancy of mimesis but rather the production of an effect of singular sense,
even though infinitely reproducible’ (Guattari 1995: 37).

2. Williams’ version of this sentiment appears in one of his letters: ‘Order is what is
discovered after the fact, not a little piss pot for us all to urinate into — and call
ourselves satisfied’ (Williams 1984: 214).

3. For discussions of Williams and the machine age, see Anne Janowitz (1983),
‘Paterson: An American Contraption’; Henry M. Sayre (1989), ‘American
Vernacular: Objectivism, Precisionism, and the Aesthetics of the Machine’; Lisa
M. Steinman (1987), Made in America; and Cecelia Tichi (1987), Shifting Gears:
Technology, Literature and Culture in Modernist America.

4. For a feminist interpretation of the ‘appropriation’ of Nardi’s letters, see
Gilbert (1985), ‘Purloined Letters: William Carlos Williams and “Cress”’. An
alternate perspective can be found in Crawford (1996), ‘Paterson, Memex and
Hypertex’.

5. On Williams’ treatment of his patients as objects, see Crawford (1993), Mod-
ernism, Medicine, and William Carlos Williams, Chapter 3, and “The Politics of
Literary Form.’

6. See also Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 37.

7. Deleuze notes that the final enterprise of writing is ‘becoming imperceptible’

(Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 45) and goes on to claim that ‘In reality writing does

not have its end in itself, precisely because life is not something personal. Or

rather, the aim of writing is to carry life to the state of a non-personal power’

(Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 50).

On the relation of the self to folding, see Deleuze 1986: 94-123.

9. For Williams’ own comments, see Chapter 43, ‘Of Medicine and Poetry’ in The
Autobiography (1951). On the medical content of the literature, see Mariani
(1981) William Carlos Williams. A New World Naked. On medicine as a form of
expression, see Crawford (1993), Modernism, Medicine, and William Carlos
Williams.
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Chapter 4

Underworld: The People are Missing

John Marks

History is inseparable from the earth [terre], struggle is underground [sous
terre], and, if we want to grasp an event, we must not show it, we must not
pass along the event, but plunge into it, go through all the geological layers
that are its internal history (and not simply a more or less distant past).
do not believe in great resounding events, Nietzsche said. To grasp an
event is to connect it to the silent layers of earth which make up its true
continuity, or which inscribe it in the class struggle. There is something
peasant in history.

(Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image)

Deleuze and Literature: un entretien

Deleuze’s approach to literature might be summarised by the term
favoured by Maurice Blanchot, entretien, which literally means ‘con-
versation’ or ‘discussion’ but also indicates that which is ‘between’, an
interrelational space, the pause which is the necessary interruption in
discourse (Blanchot 1993: 75-6). Like Blanchot, Deleuze is interested in
the enigmatic ‘in-between’ spaces, which make possible the conventional
categories of the literary texts, such as characters, events, dialogue, but
which are frequently elided. Philosophy, politics, sport, literature all need
‘mediators’, instigators of movement which operate in-between the ‘solid,
geometric’ abstractions of opinion and normal perception (see Deleuze
1995: 123-4). Rather than characters, for example, Deleuze is interested
in the forces that compose a character, and the ‘percepts’ and ‘affects’
which operate independently from individuals. Similarly, rather than
thinking in conventional terms of the event as a discrete and significant
historical occurrence, he opens up a new, untimely space for the event,
and, rather than reporting real conversations, the novelist brings out ‘the
madness of all conversation and of all dialogue’ (Deleuze and Guattari
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1994: 188). Literature is, then, not simply an object upon which Deleuze
focuses his philosophical gaze, but rather a tool with which to explore the
fictionality which is inherent in his philosophy. Gregg Lambert has
emphasised the importance of ‘fiction’ in Deleuze’s work in a paper
on Deleuze’s “critique’ of pure fiction:

[Fliction (though not all of it) is pure speculation, which means it is false in
a very special way. It constitutes a ‘point de deterritorialization’ that
bifurcates words and releases incompossible and indiscernible elements
that enter into new variations around the position of the actual. (Lambert
1997: 141)

Fiction is the act of prising apart conventional modes of perception and
representation in order to release impersonal forces. Some works of
fiction demonstrate a particular capacity to explore the in-between
spaces, and in this way to release philosophical forces. Borges, for
example, creates fictions which explore incompossible worlds, and Beck-
ett sets out a plane of ‘exhaustion’, in which any order of preference or
organisation in relation to a final goal is renounced (Deleuze 1997: 153).
Jean-Clet Martin reads Deleuze alongside Foucault and Melville, and
locates at the heart of their work a ‘transversal eye’ which is capable of
both ranging across forked, incompossible perspectives and breaking
apart ‘closed ensembles’ in order to release ‘new surfaces and new visions’
(1998: 107). This transversal eye allows the interstice to achieve a degree
of independence, surveying a ‘Sahara’, a desert which grows from the
middle (1998: 110). It is a question of exploring what Deleuze calls ‘style’,
the point at which writing becomes ‘gaseous’, where it becomes possible
to ‘open up words, break things open, to free earth’s vectors’ (1995: 134).
Philosophy is, similarly, not interested in historical events, individuals
and conversations, but rather untimely becomings, forces and free
indirect discourse. Philosophy is, as Deleuze says, a question of what
is going to happen and what has happened, ‘like a novel’: ‘Except the
characters are concepts, and the settings, the scenes, are space-times.
One’s always writing to bring something to life, to free life from where it’s
trapped, to trace lines of flight’ (1995: 140-1).

This chapter aims to use concepts elaborated by Deleuze in order to
create an entretien with Don Delillo’s Underworld (1997), to take
tendencies which are already in the novel a little further in order to
explore the impersonal forces which are released in the in-between, or the
‘middle’. A literary reading of this sort should also aim to provide new
ways of activating and evaluating concepts used by Deleuze, to put these
concepts into a new kind of motion. In the case of Underworld it is
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particularly the concept of the ‘event’ which comes to the fore and
suggests itself as a form of entretien. The event is the ‘middle’ which
literature inhabits as a site in which to create fiction. Fiction in this sense is
not opposed to the true, but rather depends upon the ‘powers of the
false’.! Fiction takes the virtual and makes it consistent. In this way,
concepts which are essential to understand the literary component of
Deleuze’s work — haecceity, percept, affect, free indirect discourse, poly-
phony, counterpoint, point of view — appear as a cluster around the
central concept of the event.

Before looking at Underworld, it is useful to understand Deleuze’s
allusions to the event in cinema and literature must be read in the context
of aesthetic innovation in postwar Europe, particularly the so-called
nouveau roman, and the films of Antonioni. Deleuze suggests at the
beginning of The Time-Image that the formal innovation of much
immediate postwar art was a way of responding to the moral, political
and existential questions posed by the Second World War. The formal
impersonality, for example, of the nouveau roman is not an act of turning
away from the ‘chaos’ of moral ambiguity, but rather the attempt to
create a new, immanent form which entails a maturity of perspective, the
possibility of having done with ‘udgement’. Judgement depends upon
pre-existing, fixed values, and precludes the invention of the new:

It is not a question of judging other existing beings, but of sensing whether
they agree or disagree with us, that is, whether they bring forces to us, or
whether they return us to the miseries of war, to the poverty of the dream,
to the rigors of organization. (Deleuze 1997: 135)

Antonioni, for example, writing about Marcel Carné in the late 1940s,
admires the commitment to ‘technique’ which sets him apart from the
‘committed’, ‘content-orientated’ cinema of René Clair and the Popular
Front era. According to Antonioni, Carné never allowed himself to be
forced into giving expression to a theme which precedes matters of style.
Carné’s stylistic adherence to the particular allows him to suspend
judgement. What matters is the force with which he re-creates reality:
‘No act is refused, no consequence shunned, everything is illuminated and
interpreted with a precise intuition of the particular.’

War as an ‘event’ tends to reveal the inadequacies of conventional
realism.> Moments of conflict are inextricably linked with an immense
network of effects, long-term causes and consequences, experiences of
horror and liberation in civilian populations, complex feelings of shame,
fear and dislocation. The event of war becomes associated with other,
enigmatic ‘events’ such as the ‘phoney war’, and the Cold War introduces
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a new war of waiting and displaced conflict. The landscape before and
after the battle tells us as much as the battle itself. The empty space, the
tiredness of the human body, that which comes before and after, the story
that can only be told in filigree, all find expression in the films of
Antonioni:

an astonishing development of the idle periods of everyday banality;
then, starting with The Eclipse, a treatment of limit-situations which
pushes them to the point of dehumanized landscapes, of emptied spaces
that might be seen as having absorbed characters and actions, retaining
only a geophysical description, an abstract inventory of them. (Deleuze
1989: 5)

Antonioni talks himself in terms of removing the ‘actual’ event from his
films. In a piece entitled “The Event and the Image” he writes of an incident
one morning in Nice, at the beginning of the Second World War, when he
sees a drowned man dragged up on to the beach. He begins:

The sky is white; the sea-front deserted; the sea cold and empty; the hotels
white and half-shuttered. On one of the white seats of the Promenade des
Anglais the bathing attendant is seated, a negro in a white singlet. It is
early. The sun labours to emerge from a fine layer of mist, the same as
every day. There is nobody on the beach except a single bather floating
inert a few yards from the shore. (1963-4: 14)

He then goes on to describe the conventional ‘event’ which takes place
when the bather is seen to be drowned, and pulled from the sea, the scene
being observed by two children. However, if Antonioni were to make a
film on this event, which takes place during the so-called ‘dréle de guerre’
(phoney war), he would remove the ‘actual event’:

It was wartime. I was at Nice, waiting for a visa to go to Paris to join
Marcel Carné, with whom I was going to work as an assistant. They were
days full of impatience and boredom, and of news about a war which
stood still on an absurd thing called the Maginot Line. Suppose one had to
construct a bit of film, based on this event and on this state of mind. I
would try first to remove the actual event from the scene, and leave only
the image described in the first four lines. In that white sea-front, that
lonely figure, that silence, there seems to me to be an extraordinary
strength of impact. The event here adds nothing: it is superfluous. I
remember very well that I was interested, when it happened. The dead
man acted as a distraction to a state of tension. (1963—4: 14)

The actual event, the incident that occurred, can be dispensed with, in
favour of a sort of immanent event which is contained in the waiting, the
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boredom, the emptiness of the landscape. Antonioni creates a bloc of
p p
percepts and affects:

But the true emptiness, the malaise, the anxiety, the nausea, the atrophy of
all normal feelings and desires, the fear, the anger — all these I felt then,
coming out of the Negresco, I found myself in that whiteness, in that
nothingness, which took shape around a black point. (1963-4: 14)

This imaginary film sequence is a time-image, a shot which contains and
seeks to convey the pressure of time. The time-image responds to the
problem of seeing which is crucial to the film-director. This problem of
seeing is intimately connected to the enigmatic nature of the event, since
‘the problem is to catch a reality which is never static, is always moving
towards or away from a moment of crystallisation’ (1963-4: 14).

American Literature: An Affair of the People

Don Del.illo’s Underworld, published in America in 1997, deals with the
postwar period in America. The novel opens with a novella-length
description of the legendary 1951 baseball game between the Giants
and the Dodgers, and employs a large cast of characters, several of whom
are connected to Nick Shay, born in the 1930s in the Bronx. DeLillo also
creates fictional versions of Lenny Bruce, J. Edgar Hoover, Frank Sinatra
and Jackie Gleason. Geographically, the novel moves between a number
of locations, including the Bronx, the American Southwest, and Kazakh-
stan in the present day. It is possible to extract a fairly conventional
narrative context from the episodic and fragmentary sprawl of the novel,
which would run as follows: Nick Shay grows up in deprived conditions
believing his father has been murdered by the Mafia, and his troubled
adolescence culminates in the accidental murder of a friend. He spends
three years in a juvenile correctional facility, after which he works in
waste-recycling, gradually establishing a successful career and a quiet
middle-class life in Phoenix, Arizona. The trajectory, perhaps imaginary,
of the baseball from the Giants-Dodgers game as it changes hands over
the years runs in counterpoint to this narrative. However, this conven-
tional narrative exists within a formally complex and even experimental
framework. First, Shay can only loosely be described as a ‘central’
character, located as he is among a cast which includes Klara Sax, an
artist with whom he has an affair in his youth; her husband, Albert
Bronzini, a science teacher and chess tutor of Nick’s brother Matt Shay,
who works in the 1970s as a physicist at nuclear bases in New Mexico;
Nick Shay’s colleague Brian Glassic, who has an affair with Nick’s wife
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Marian; and Sister Edgar, who works in the current-day Bronx. Second, it
is only in the most general sense that the novel moves chronologically
from 3 October 1951 to the present day. The novel also moves backwards
in time, with a series of narrative clusters which move from 1992 back
through to 1951, and, crucially, these general narrative dynamics are
played out as an accumulation of fragments, ranging back and forth in
time and place, from character to character. All of this has the effect of
breaking down notions of character, narrative and event.

In some fairly obvious ways, then, Underworld can be identified as a
work which might well merit inclusion in the Deleuzian canon, demon-
strating the virtues of ‘American’ literature. For Deleuze, American
literature is a minor literature par excellence, since private history is
immediately ‘public, political, and popular’, and America itself is ideally a
federation of diverse minorities (1997: 57). The opening sentence of
Underworld announces these themes, introducing the black schoolboy
Cotter on his way to the baseball game: ‘He speaks in your voice,
American, and there’s a shine in his eye that’s halfway hopeful.” (Dehillo
1997: 11) Deleuze finds in Whitman an American tradition of the
‘spontaneous’ fragment (1997: 56). The fragment, or the ‘sample’, what
DelLillo calls in the context of Underworld the ‘sand-grain manyness of
things’ — a phrase which chimes nicely with Whitman’s term ‘granula-
tions’ —is a part of an infinite patchwork, a fragment of a world which is a
collection of heterogeneous parts. In this way, American literature con-
forms to the philosophical principle that Deleuze traces back to Hume:
relations are external to their terms:

Relations are not internal to a Whole; rather, the Whole is derived from
the external relations of a given moment, and varies with them. Relations
of counterpoint must be invented everywhere, and are the very condition
of evolution. (Deleuze 1997: 59)

An extreme form of these relations of counterpoint would be the sort of
fragmentary writing which seeks to liberate ‘an infinite asyntactic sen-
tence’: ‘It is an almost mad sentence, which changes in direction, its
bifurcations, its ruptures and leaps, its prolongations, its sproutings, its
parentheses’ (Deleuze 1997: 58). In Underworld, DeLillo’s fictional
Lenny Bruce produces his own ‘mad sentences’, in the form of fragmen-
tary, jazz-inflected ‘bits’, a dialogic ‘rap mosaic’:

Lenny switched abruptly to ad lib bits. Whatever zoomed across his
brainpan. He did bits he got bored with five seconds in. He did psycho-
analysis, personal reminiscence, he did voices and accents, grandmotherly
groans, scenes from prison movies, and he finally closed the show with a
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monologue that had a kind of abridged syntax, a thing without con-
nectives, he was cooking free-form, closer to music than speech, doing a
spoken jazz in which a slang term generates a matching argot, like
musicians trading fours, the road band, the sideman’s inner riff, and
when the crowd dispersed they took this rap mosaic with them into the
strip joints and bars and late-night diners, the places where the night-
hawks congregate, and it was Lenny’s own hard bop, his speeches to the
people that rode the broad Chicago night. (1997: 586)

DeLillo’s own style lends itself to the construction of such ‘mad’ sen-
tences, which create verbs (“Time-magazined’) from proper names, cur-
ious adjectives (‘bomb-shadowed’) and which sweeps across the
imaginary mental topography of ‘beat’ philosophy:

The whole beat landscape was bomb-shadowed. It always had been. The
beats didn’t need a missile crisis to make them think about the bomb. The
bomb was their handiest reference to the moral squalor of America, the
guilty place of smokestacks and robot corporations, Time-magazined and
J. Edgar Hoovered, where people sat hunched over cups of coffee in a
thousand rainswept truck stops on the jazz prairie, secret Trotskyites and
sad nymphomaniacs with Buddhist pussies — things Lenny made fun of.
(545-6)

Fragmentary writing entails an art of counterpoint which joins planes
together. Counterpoint in literature explores the ‘contrapuntal, polypho-
nic, and plurivocal compounds’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 188).
Rather than considering the opinions and social types of the characters,
it is a question of the relations into which they enter. Similarly, counter-
point is the expression, not of conversation, but of ‘the madness of all
conversation and of all dialogue, even interior dialogue’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 1994: 188). Techniques of counterpoint also give the novel a
cinematic quality, and Underworld employs in fairly obvious ways a
range of cinematic techniques, which help to give the novel its polyphonic
texture. The opening description of the baseball game, for example,
combines a movement between three main viewpoints — the schoolboy
Cotter Martin, the radio commentator Russ Hodges and J. Edgar Hoover
— with a montage of shots which can be attributed to the roving camera-
eye of the narrator:

Men running, the sprint from first to third, the man who scores coming in
backwards so he can check the action on the base paths. All the Giants up
at the front of the dugout. The crowd is up, heads weaving for better
views. Men running through a slide of noise that comes heaving down on
them. (36)
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Point of View

Counterpoint and polyphony are linked to the concept of ‘point of view’,
which Deleuze elaborates in his book on Leibniz (Deleuze 1993). Con-
centrating on harmonic developments in the history of music, he shows
how the harmonic closure of baroque opens out into the potentially
dissonant polytonality of the neo-baroque, a polytonality which Boulez
describes as a ‘polyphony of polyphonies’ (Deleuze 1993: 82). As far as
Deleuze is concerned, the baroque is essentially a transition from Leib-
niz’s solution of ultimate harmony between incompossible worlds to-
wards a new dissonance. The neo-baroque sets out divergent series on the
same stage, ‘where Fang kills, is killed, and neither kills nor is killed’
(Deleuze 1993: 82). Fiction responds to this transition, as does philoso-
phy: ‘In a same chaotic world divergent series are endlessly tracing
bifurcating paths. It is a “chaosmos” of the type found in Joyce, but
also in Maurice Leblanc, Borges, or Gombrowicz’ (Deleuze 1993: 81).
That is to say, fictions which are ‘crazy’ enough to attempt to include the
multiplicity of incompossible worlds. The most obvious example of the
bifurcating paths in Underworld is the story of the baseball which Cotter
snatches at the stadium. Initially, Cotter’s father, Manx Martin, sells the
ball to a fan at Yankee Stadium who is waiting to buy World Series
tickets. However, from this point on, the ownership of the ball is harder
to trace. It is possible that the ball is passed on to Chuckie Wainwright,
the son of the adman who buys the ball from Manx Martin. Chuckie,
who flies B-52 bombing raids during the Vietnam war, may become a
post-Vietnam drifter who may have sold the ball to a baseball memor-
abilia collector, from whom Nick Shay may have bought the ball.
Polyphonic effects are also achieved in the novel by the use of a
technique which is close to what Deleuze calls ‘point of view’. In his
discussions of Leibniz, Deleuze emphasises the importance of ‘point of
view’ as a perspectivism which goes beyond banal relativism. By relati-
vism, Deleuze means the idea that knowledge and perception is relative to
the subject. Instead, perspectivism means that the subject is a point of
view; the subject is constituted by the point of view rather than the point
of view being constituted by the subject. In The Fold Deleuze disinguishes
Leibniz’s perspectivist conception of folded matter from a Cartesian
geography of the world in which the self is a centre. For Leibniz, the
self is not a centre but a modulation located within folded matter, and in
Leibniz’s baroque grammar the predicate is a relation and an event, rather
than an attribute: “Thought is not a constant attribute, but a predicate
passing endlessly from one thought to another’ (Deleuze 1993: 53). Point



88 John Marks

of view is, therefore, defined as the region of the world that the individual
expresses clearly in relation to the totality of the world which is expressed
in a confused and obscure manner. The baseball game in Underworld is
itself an event which is constructed from a series of perspectives, and each
perspective expresses a small zone of clarity. Take for example the
commentator Russ Hodges: ‘He is hunched over the mike. The field
seems to open outward into nouns and verbs. All he has to do is talk’ (36).
The characters in the novel do not have relative perspectives on the game,
but rather the game is constituted as an event by a multiplicity of
perspectives.

The Event: The Game and its Extensions

Much of Deleuze’s philosophical work has been concerned with disco-
vering the nature of events,” and the ‘event’ is a crucial component in
Deleuze’s rigorously impersonal aesthetics. The concept is discussed at
length in The Logic of Sense in the perhaps unlikely contexts of Stoic
philosophy (particularly in Stoic paradoxes), English and American
nonsense (Lewis Carroll), and literature (Fitzgerald, Bousquet, Zola).
Deleuze opposes a philosophical understanding of the event to a con-
ventional commonsense or historical notion, emphasising the radical
impersonality of the event and its elusiveness. In What is Philosophy
Deleuze and Guattari show that the event is actualised in a state of affairs,
in a body or a ‘lived’, but it also has ‘a shadowy and secret part’ which is
separate from the actualisation of the event (Deleuze and Guattari 1994:
156). Similarly, in The Fold Deleuze claims that, for Leibniz, the event has
a ‘silent and shaded part’ (1993: 106). Literature, like film, can create
time-images by setting out a plane of immanence, exploring what
Antonioni call the ‘horizon of events’, to create virtual events, an
immanent ‘passage of Life’ which goes beyond the lived and the livable
(Deleuze 1997: 1).

Considering the historical event, Deleuze and Guattari refer to Péguy,
who approaches the event in two ways. On the one hand, it can be
recorded in terms of historical effectuation and conditioning. However,
there is another way, which ‘consists in reassembling the event, installing
oneself in it as in a becoming, becoming young again and aging in it, both
at the same time, going through all its components and similarities’
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 111). They also talk of this second con-
ception of the event in terms of a ‘vapour’ — a sort of mist over the prairie
— which the event releases from everything that a subject lives (1994:
159). This is what Deleuze calls the ‘pure event’, a concept which he
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illustrates in the opening paragraph of The Logic of Sense by means of an
innovative reading of Lewis Carroll’s work in terms of a sort of Stoic
paradox. Alice becomes larger than she was and smaller than she
becomes. This is the paradox of becoming, eluding the present and
affirming both directions [sens]| at the same time (1990: 1). The pure
event is in this way ‘pure immanence’, and is the impersonal movement to
which art must aspire. Deleuze returns to Lewis Carroll in Essays Critical
and Clinical, admiring the ‘surface nonsense’ of Carroll’s Sylvie and
Bruno:

Surface nonsense is like the ‘Radiance’ of pure events, entities that never
finish either happening or withdrawing. Pure events without mixture shine
above the mixed bodies, above their embroiled actions and passions. They
let an incorporeal rise to the surface like a mist over the earth, a pure
‘expressed’ from the depths: not the sword, but the flash of the sword, a
flash without a sword like the smile without a cat. (1997: 22)

The secret part of the event, which is distinguished from both realisation
and actualisation is the Eventum tantum that is always awaiting the
event: ‘a pure virtuality and possibility, the world in the fashion of a Stoic
Incorporeal, the pure predicate’ (Deleuze 1993: 106). For Deleuze,
Leibniz introduces the second great logic of the event. In the first place,
the Stoics make the event the incorporeal predicate of a subject (‘the tree
greens’, rather than ‘the tree is green’). Leibniz implements the second
logic of the event by thinking of the world itself as event. The subject is
what goes from one predicate to another, which is to say one aspect of the
world to another (Deleuze 1993: 53).

As we have already seen, the ‘pure’ fictional event is inevitably linked to
the desire ‘to have done with judgement’. Literature which incorporates
such pure events might serve to open up multiple variations. As Gregg
Lambert shows, Deleuze approaches the ‘secret part’ of the event by the
use of new concepts, such as the Leibnizian baroque, and the time-image
in cinema, as it emerges from a crisis of the movement-image.” The
concepts of the event and pure fiction suggest radical additional dimen-
sion to the use of polyphony, as Deleuze and Guattari indicate when
referring to Dos Passos:

Dos Passos achieves an extraordinary art of counterpoint in the com-
pounds he forms with characters, current events, biographies, and camera
eyes, at the same time as a plane of composition is expanded to infinity so
as to sweep everything up into Life, into Death, the town cosmos. (Deleuze
and Guattari 1994: 188)
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Fiction allows the writer to extrapolate the event to infinity, to create
virtual events, and in a recent essay Don DeLillo talks of the status of
writing in similar terms:

Fiction is true to a thousand things but rarely to clinical lived experience.
Ultimately it obeys the mysterious mandates of the self (the writer’s) and of
all the people and things that have surrounded him all his life, and all the
styles he has tried out, and all the fiction (of other writers) he has read and
not read. At its root level, fiction is a kind of religious fanaticism, with
elements of obsession, superstition and awe. (1998: 4)

DeLillo has consistently tackled the question of the event in the novel,
attempting to release a ‘vapour’ from the lived, and locating the ‘shadowy
and secret part’ of the event, or, in DeLillo’s own terms, the ‘game and its
extensions’. He has been particularly preoccupied with the status of the
Kennedy assassination as event, and in fact, talking about Libra argues
that the novel has a particular role to play in exploring what he calls
‘variations we might take on an actual event’ (DeLillo quoted in DeCurtis
1991: 59). Underworld is an attempt to reassemble the dual event of the
“The Shot Heard Round the World’ — as Bobby Thompson’s winning run
came to be known — and the first Soviet nuclear test in Kazakhstan which
took place on the same day.

There’s a man on 12th Street in Brooklyn who has attached a tape
machine to his radio so he can record the voice of Russ Hodges broad-
casting the game. The man doesn’t know why he’s doing this. It is just an
impulse, a fancy, it is like hearing the game twice, it is like being young and
being old, and this will turn out to be the only known recording of Russ’
famous account of the final moments of the game. The game and its
extensions. The woman cooking cabbage. The man who wishes he could
be done with drink. They are the game’s remoter soul. (32)

Counterhistory

DeLillo uses the fractured and episodic narrative style of the novel to install
himself in the event in terms of immanence and becoming. Fictionality, style
and rhetoricare the tools at his disposal as a novelist. In order to explore the
event in this way DeLillo seeks to make language ‘stutter’, seeking to ‘open
up the sentence, to loosen the screws of punctuation and syntax’ (DeLillo
1998: 4). DeLillo emphasises the role of the novel as a kind of ‘counter-
history’, a dialogic form which undermines the ‘monotone of the state’. The
novelist sets ‘the small crushed pearl of his anger’ against the constraints of
history, and releases a current of Life. As DeLillo puts it: “The writer sets his
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pleasure, his Eros, his creative delight in language and his sense of self-
preservation against the vast and uniform Death that history tends to
fashion as its most enduring work’ (1998: 4). This counterhistory will
attempt to release what Deleuze and Guattari call the ‘unhistorical vapor’
of the event, which is becoming. Language will help DeLillo to reassemble
the event and release this unhistorical vapour:

The writer wants to construct a language that will be the book’s life-giving
force. He wants to submit to it. Let language shape the world. Let it break
the faith of conventional re-creation. Language lives in everything it
touches and can be an element of re-creation, the thing that delivers
us, paradoxically, from history’s flat, thin, tight and relentless designs, its
arrangement of stark pages, and that allows us to find an unconstrained
otherness, a free veer from time and place and fate. (DeLillo 1998: 4)

The writer wants to find a way of being inserted in the becomings which
accompany the actualised historical event, to locate, as DeLillo puts it,
‘dreams and routine rambling thoughts’, to reinvent the ‘neural strands’
that link the writer to the individuals who are historical actors (1998: 3).
For DeLillo, the writer of fiction has in this way a vocation that Deleuze
and Guattari call ‘untimely’:

He will engineer a swerve from the usual arrangements that bind a figure
in history to what has been reported, rumoured, confirmed or solemnly
chanted. It is fiction’s role to imagine deeply, to follow obscure urges into
unreliable regions of existence — child-memoried, existential and outside
time. (DeLillo 1998: 4)

In this way, DeLillo takes historical characters, such as J. Edgar Hoover
and particularly Lee Harvey Oswald, and creates conceptual personae
rather than what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘psychosocial’ types (Deleuze
and Guattari 1994: 110). These conceptual personae are enlisted by
DelLillo, in a writing project which is not unlike Nietzsche’s conception of
the philosopher as ‘physician’ of civilisation, diagnosing the becomings
which pertain to the historical moment.

In short, Underworld fulfills the clinical role that Deleuze admires in
literature, painstakingly rereading the symptoms of the event. As men-
tioned before, Underworld begins with a chapter devoted to a description
of a legendary baseball game between the New York Giants and the
Brooklyn Dodgers in October 1951. The chapter focuses on several
characters. Cotter, the schoolboy who manages to leave the stadium
with the ball used in the match; Bill Waterson, the spectator who strikes
up a conversation with Cotter; the commentator Russ Hodges, ‘the voice
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of the Giants’; and Jackie Gleason, Frank Sinatra and J. Edgar Hoover,
who were all actually present at the game. The game is a bloc of
sensations, a collection of ‘haecceities’, of events, which have a ‘non-
personal individuality’. For example, at the end of the chapter these
events seem to cluster around the movement of the drunken fan who, in
the empty stadium after the drama of the Giants’ victory, slides into
second base: ‘All the fragments of the afternoon collect around his
airborne form. Shouts, bat-cracks, full bladders and stray yawns, the
sand-grain manyness of things that can’t be counted’ (60). A haecceity
reminds us that our individuality is an individuality of events, the ‘dusty
hum of who you are’, as DeLillo puts it (21).

DelLillo uses the game, which took place on the same day as the first
Soviet nuclear test, as a starting point for an investigation of how this
‘dusty hum of who you are’ might be articulated within a framework of
more conventional ‘historical’ events. How do these non-personal in-
vidualities, which can frequently be ‘modest and microscopic’ (Deleuze
1995: 141) - the ‘stray tumble of thoughts’ (11) of the spectators, the
game itself, the ‘love-of-team that runs across the boroughs’ (15), the
banter between Gleason and Sinatra, the rhythmic applause of the crowd,
the pack of spectators scrambling for the ball after the winning run —
constitute a sort of immanent, proliferating event? Hoover, when he is
informed of the Soviet nuclear test, makes a point of remembering the
date: ‘October 3, 1951. He registers the date. He stamps the date’ (23).
Similarly, jubilant spectators make a point of remembering the precise
time at which the winning shot was hit (47). However, as we have seen
above, although the event is actualised in a state of affairs, there is always
a vapour, a shadowy and secret part. For example, Hoover recognises in
the Soviet nuclear test a quasi-linguistic event, the free indirect discourse
of secrets and conspiracy theory:

This is what he knows, that the genius of the bomb is printed not only in
its physics of particles and rays but in the occasion it creates for new
secrets. For every atmospheric blast, every glimpse we get of the bared
force of nature, that weird peeled eyeball exploding over the desert — for
every one of these he reckons a hundred plots go underground, to spawn
and skein. (51)

Cinema and the Event: The Time-Image

The concept of the event, understood in terms of Deleuze’s development
of the concepts of the virtual and the actual, is developed in some
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length in his work on cinema, but also constitutes a useful analytical
tool for literature. If the event is conceived of within an actual system,
time must take place between a series of instants, and the event must
take place at these instances, or in the time between these instances.
However, if the event is conceived of within a virtual system, ‘we
discover a completely different reality where we no longer have to
search for what takes place from one point to another, from one instant
to another’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 157). The event is the virtual
that has become consistent: ‘it neither begins nor ends but has gained
or kept the infinite movement to which it gives consistency’ (Deleuze
and Guattari 1994: 156).

By taking time ‘off its hinges’, philosophy and cinema can create an
‘indirect’ image of time which allows access to a space which can contain
what Deleuze calls the ‘powers of the false’. The real here means a
conventional conception of reality which is governed by ‘the ongoing
linkage of actualities’, whereas unreality is that which appears discon-
tinuously to consciousness (Deleuze 1995: 65). According to a represen-
tational image of thought, time is conceived of as a series of segments or
instants. The ‘event’, however, is a little time in the pure state which
occurs ‘in-between’. This is a ‘meanwhile’ (un entre-temps): “The mean-
while, the event, is always a dead time; it is there where nothing takes
place, an infinite awaiting that is already infinitely past, awaiting and
reserve’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 158). Times succeed one another
segment by segment, but meanwhiles are superimposed, and every event
contains heterogeneous, simultaneous components, which communicate
with each other. Modern cinema — Renoir, Fellini, Visconti, Tarkovsky
and Zanussi are mentioned as examples — works to create images at the
point of indiscernibility of the real and the unreal, the exchange of the
virtual and the actual. These are ‘imaginary’ or ‘crystal’ images (Deleuze
1995: 66). Modern cinema, particularly the films of Antonioni and Ozu,
produces images in which the pressure of time is felt, and at its most
innovative constructs the event as a little time in the pure state. Antonioni
creates images of idle periods, everyday situations, empty spaces, which
mark the indiscernibility of the real and the unreal, the virtual and the
actual. These banal or everyday situations can release accumulated ‘dead
forces’ (Deleuze 1989: 7). In the films of Antonioni, Godard and Ozu the
potential exists for both the character and the viewer to become vision-
aries. A new kind of character emerges for a new cinema, which is in its
own way, a politically committed cinema. This new character, the seer,
releases the vapour of the event:
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It is because what happens to them does not belong to them and only half
concerns them, because they know how to extract from the event the part
that cannot be reduced to what happens: that part of inexhaustible
possibility that constitutes the unbearable, the intolerable, the visionary’s
part. (Deleuze 1989: 19-20)

Time-images in Underworld: Dead Time and Lenny
Bruce

As Deleuze shows when discussing the geography of Italian neo-realism,
empty urban spaces, such as warehouses, building sites and so on create a
backdrop for time-images. They are backdrops which reinforce the idea
that the event is not an instant, the isolation of a variable at this or that
point, but a ‘meanwhile’, the dead time, or the ‘immensity of empty time
in which we see it as still to come and as having already happened’
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 158). The baseball game in Underworld
DelLillo provides a description of this dead time which operates as a sort
of literary time-image, a pressure of time which coexists with the extremes
of the game itself:

Men passing in and out of the toilets, men zipping their flies as they turn
from the trough and other men approaching the long receptacle, thinking
where they want to stand and next to whom and not next to whom, and
the old ballpark’s reek and mold are consolidated here, generational tides
of beer and shit and cigarettes and peanut shells and disinfectants and
pisses in the untold millions, and they are thinking in the ordinary way
that helps a person glide through a life, thinking thoughts unconnected to
events, the dusty hum of who you are, men shouldering through the traffic
in the men’s room as the game goes on, the coming and the going, the
lifting out of dicks and the meditative pissing. (21)

In a perceptive review of Underworld Luc Sante goes some way to
showing how DelLillo’s fictional Lenny Bruce routines from the time
of the Cuban Missile Crisis might function as a slightly different sort of
literary time-image. In a section of the novel entitled ‘Better Things for
Better Living Through Chemistry: Selected Fragments Public and Private
in the 1950s and 1960s’ DeLillo moves back and forth in time across the
two decades, and these ‘fragments’ are punctuated by Lenny Bruce’s
fictional club dates which begin on 22 October, running through to 29
October, 1962. As Sante shows, the routines appear in chronological
order, like a conventional ‘process shot’ in cinema — what is in many ways
cinema’s most crude time-image — where the passing of time is indicated
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by the leaves of a calendar flipping rapidly. However, he also indicates
that they have a sort of literary ‘depth of field’, in that Bruce’s impro-
visatory genius enables him to articulate the immediate worries of his
audience and then move to a virtual future. In this way, he articulates ‘a
rapid swerve from immediacy to distance’ (Sante 1997: 6). For example,
Bruce exposes his audience to the strange and unapproachable fictionality
of the actual:

And they all needed Lenny to help them make the transition to the total
global thing that’s going on out there with SAC bombers rumbling over
the tarmac and Solaris subs putting to sea, like dive dive dive, it’s dialogue
from every submarine movie ever made and it’s all factually happening but
at the same time they find it remarkably unreal — Titans and Atlases being
readied for firing. (504)

In The Logic of Sense Deleuze talks of the event in terms of humour and
death (1990: 151). Every event has a ‘double structure’, which consists of
the embodiment in a state of affairs, but also the event which is ‘“free from
the limitations of a state of affairs, impersonal and pre-individual,
neutral, neither general nor particular’ (1990: 151). Maurice Blanchot
shows that this double structure of the event is characterised by the
ambiguity of death, in that death is literally embodied in the individual,
but is at the same time impersonal and incorporeal, and Deleuze argues
that humour tends to select the pure event, the impersonal and incorpor-
eal part. Lenny Bruce returns several times to a line which particularly
pleases him, shouting ‘We’re all gonna die!’ The effect of the line upon the
audience, and Bruce’s pleasure in delivering the line, derives from what
we might call an affect of impersonality:

Lenny loves the postexistential bent of this line. In his giddy shriek the
audience can hear the obliteration of the idea of uniqueness and free
choice. They can hear the replacement of human isolation by massive and
unvaried ruin. (507)

Bruce extracts further humour by adding the line ‘And you’re begin-
ning to take it personally’, reminding the audience of the impersonality of
war as pure event: ‘How can they justify the inconvenience of a war that’s
gonna break out over the weekend?’ (584)

Free Indirect Discourse: Fabulation

In Gilles Deleuze’s Time Machine D. N. Rodowick forges a series of
useful connections between the Deleuzian concepts of fabulation, free
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indirect discourse and minor literature as collective enunciation (1997).°
As Rodowick suggests, the concept of fabulation depends upon Deleuze’s
conviction that the function of language is essentially the process of
‘opening onto’ rather than the construction of a unifying communicative
society. In this way, language creates a ‘free indirect’ oscillation between
the individual and the collective. Fabulation is the construction of a récit
which gravitates between documentary and fiction (Rodowick 1997:
157). Fabulation is, in this way, the necessary mode for a minor literature
which is written for a people which are ‘yet to come’. In The Time-Image
Deleuze draws a sharp distinction between the belief in ‘classical’ —
American and Soviet — cinema that the masses, the ‘people’, are a real
entity, and a cinema in which ‘the people are missing’ (Deleuze 1989:
216). The ‘people’ are present in Eisenstein’s [van the Terrible as a sort of
avant-garde, and American cinema before and during the Second World
War is characterised by a certain ‘unanimity’. In contrast to this, certain
forms of postwar cinema invent a minor people, who do not yet exist,
except in a state of becoming. In Deleuze’s terms, it seems that Under-
world reinvents Eisenstein as such a ‘minor’ film-maker, by creating a
fictional film by Eisenstein, precisely in which the people are missing, and
which stands at some indiscernible point between Soviet realism and pre-
war Hollywood. In the mid-1970s section of the novel Klara Sax attends
a rare showing of Unterwelt in New York:

The plot was hard to follow. There was no plot. Just loneliness, barren-
ness, men hunted and ray-gunned, all happening in some netherland
crevice. There was none of the cross-class solidarity of the Soviet tradition.
No crowd scenes or sense of social motive — the masses as hero, colossal
crowd movements painstakingly organized and framed, and this was
disappointing to Klara. She loved the martial architecture of huge moving
bodies, the armies and mobs in other Eisenstein films, and she felt she was
in some ambiguous filmscape somewhere between the Soviet model and
Hollywood’s vaulted heaven of love, sex crime and individual heroism, of
scenery and luxury and gorgeous toilets. (431)

Klara Sax speculates that this ‘murky’ film, with its ‘strange dark draggy
set of images’, shot possibly in Mexico or Kazakhstan (the site of the 1951
Soviet nuclear test), might be a direct protest, a deliberate rejection of the
notion of the ‘people’ in socialist realism:

These deformed faces, these were people who existed outside nationality
and strict historical context. Eisenstein’s method of immediate character-
ization, called typage, seemed self-parodied and shattered here, intention-
ally. Because the external features of the men and women did not tell you
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about class or social mission. They were people persecuted and altered,
this was their typology — they were an inconvenient secret of the society

around them. (443)

After the screening, Klara Sax finds that the ‘film was printed on her mind
in jits and weaves’ (445). In Deleuzian terms, it has created a new
‘cerebral circuit’, which is the measure of innovation in art. Ultimately,
Eisenstein’s fictional film Unterwelt shares much in common with De-
leuze’s brief discussion of the films of Straub and Huillet (1998: 14-19;
see also 1989: 244-7). Deleuze claims that Straub and Huillet are able to
create a genuinely cinematic idea, a ‘sight-sound dissociation’ which
makes cinema ‘resonate with a qualitative physics of elements’. A voice
rises while that which the voice speaks of moves underground (1998: 16—
17). The ‘event’ occurs in the space between the sight and sound. Like the
mist over the prairie, what Deleuze calls the ‘ethereal speech act’ is placed
over ‘tectonic visual layers’: ‘It creates the event, but in a space empty of
events’ (Deleuze 1989: 247). In Underworld, the sight-sound dissociation
is provided by the conditions in which the film is screened; a silent film
with subtitles which are indecipherable to most of the audience, and
which is shown in gala presentation at Radio City Music Hall, New York,
1974, becomes for Klara Sax a ‘readable’ set of images:

All Eisenstein wants you to see, in the end, are the contradictions of being.
You look at the faces on the screen and you see the mutilated yearning, the
inner divisions of people and systems, and how forces will clash and

fasten, compelling the swerve from evenness that marks a thing lastingly.
(444)

In conclusion, in Underworld the ‘people are missing’, or rather an
underground people are only glimpsed in the form of the ghoulish
‘Museum of the Misshapen’ at the Kazakh test site that Nick Shay visits
in the 1990s, the clinic that he visits near the same site, and the wretched
mutants of Eisenstein’s Unterwelt. The final shot of the film is of a face
which loses its ‘goiters and gnarls’ as it dissolves into the landscape (444—
5). The sense of a people that are missing becomes an ‘affect’ which recurs
throughout the novel. That is to say, there is a sense of melancholy, a
nostalgia for the people that are missing, which is initially associated with
individuals but eventually dissolves into the landscape itself. At first, it is
associated with the commentator Russ Hodges:

He hears the solitary wailing, he hears his statistician reciting numbers in
fake French. It is all apart of the same thing, the feeling of some collapsible
fact that’s folded up and put away, and the school gloom that traces back
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for decades — the last laden day of summer vacation when the range of play
tapers to a screwturn. This is the day he has never shaken off, the final
Sunday before the first Monday of school. It carried some queer deep
shadow out to the western edge of the afternoon. (34)

In the closing pages of the book Nick walks out of the clinic in Kazakh-

stan and watches children playing follow the leader in the courtyard:

Something about the juxtaposition deepened the moment, faces against
the landscape, the enormous openness, the breadth of sheepland and
divided sky that contains everything outside us, unbearably. I watched the
boy in his bundled squat, arms folded above his knees. All the banned
worlds, the secrets kept in white-washed vaults, the half-forgotten plots —
they’re all out there now, seeping invisibly into the land and air, into the
marrowed folds of the bone. (802-3)

This is what Deleuze calls a ‘purely optical and sound situation” which
makes us grasp ‘something intolerable and unbearable’ (Deleuze 1989:
18). In such a situation, the viewer becomes a visionary, perceiving the
people who are missing. This is one of the critical vocations of literature,
namely to invite the reader to look ‘in-between’.

Notes

1.

2.

See Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Chapter 6, ‘The Powers of the False’ (1989).
Here, Deleuze offers a Nietzschean reading of the films of Orson Welles.

See Antonioni (1948) Cited in Sam Rohdie 1990: 36. Rohdie regards this article
as a general outline for the aesthetic that Antonioni would refine throughout his
career, emphasising the fact that the expression of such views was extraordinary
for the time, the high point of Italian neo-realism’s celebration of populism and
humanism.

. See Ascherson 1998: 7. Ascherson’s piece, written in response to Spielberg’s

Saving Private Ryan and David Leland’s ostensibly slighter Land Girls, offers a

lucid critique of Spielberg’s realist approach:
Nobody spoke about human rights in the war I remember as a child, but only
about fear, pity, loss and sometimes joy. And the war is also the day after the
war, when the noise stops. It’s the day when what looks like a bald old beggar
is helped down from the train returning from the prison camps and the small
boy asks his mother: ‘Is that my dad? Does he have to live with us?’ The
landscape after the battle, when the soldiers have been buried or sent home —
that is also a combat worth many films.

. See Deleuze 1995: 141: ‘Tve tried in all my books to discover the nature of events;

it’s a philosophical concept. The only one capable of ousting the verb “to be” and
attributes.’

In “The Deleuzian Critique of Pure Fiction’, Gregg Lambert shows that, for Deleuze,
the ‘concept’ corresponds to the differential calculus of partial solutions, and the
‘event’ becomes a ‘tangled tale’ — ‘a story with several episodes’ (1997: 130).

. See in particular Chapter 6 ‘Series and Fabulation: Minor Cinema’ (Rodowick

1997).
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Chapter 5

Inhuman Irony: The Event of the
Postmodern

Claire Colebrook

The actor is not like a god, but is rather like an anti-god (contre-dieu).
Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense

An author in his book must be like God in the universe, present every-
where and visible nowhere. Art being a second nature, the creator of that
Nature must behave similarly. In all its atoms, in all its aspects, let there be
sensed a hidden, infinite impassivity.

Gustave Flaubert, Letters

The observer ought to be an amorist; he must not be indifferent to any
feature, any factor. But on the other hand he ought to have a sense of his
own predominance — but should use it only to help the phenomenon
obtain its full disclosure.

(Soren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony)

The Postmodern Epoch

It’s possible to regard Deleuze’s work as exemplary of our time and so
provide a theoretical rubric for our sense of the postmodern. However, to
do this — to enclose Deleuze within history or postmodernity —would be to
diminish the promise of eternal return in his work. What Deleuze takes
from Nietzsche is not just an attempt to free thought from the burden of the
past, buta striving for a form of the new that will be self-renewing, eternally
dislocating itself not only from its own time but from time in general. What
is new, Deleuze argues, is not just what supersedes the old; the truly new is
eternally new, tearing itself away from all narratives of historical recup-
eration. Nietzsche’s ‘untimely’ philosophy would be exemplary of this
mode: write in such a way that the very figures of time can no longer be
recognised within a coherent history. From as early as The Birth of Tragedy
Nietzsche took the form of nineteenth-century philology and created a way
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of writing that disrupted complacent historicism. Picture the Greeks, he
urged, as a culture strong enough to invent its own origins, capable of
creating gods and divine births. When we turn back to the Greeks we should
not be viewing our origin, passively enslaving ourselves to a timeless
moment of the past. We should view the Greeks the way the Greeks viewed
the gods, as invented origins that will ennoble our sense of the present.
Similarly, when Nietzsche traced the origins of morality in The Genealogy
of Morals he found a thoroughly monstrous birth. In the beginning is an act
of “festive cruelty’. Morality is formed when we become too weak to inflict
pain for the sheer event of force, but try to justify that pain as in accord with
some high ideal or law. Nietzsche’s genealogy traced morality back to
cruelty, and celebrated the ‘birth’ of tragedy in an age that ignored all
questions of birth and origin. But these works only make sense if read as
ironic. Nietzsche’s narrations use the very style of philology and historicism
to produce ideas that exceed all history: ideas such as eternal return, that
ever-renewing force that gives history but that cannot be enclosed or
comprehended within history; or the idea of a radical perspectivism. Just
as Nietzsche challenged the notion of a continuous history within which
‘we’ arelocated, he also challenged the notion of an actual world that is then
viewed from perspectives. History is not a unity from which we can discern
disparate moments; in the beginning is the chaos or disparity, and it is from
these disparate points that various continuous histories are then imagined.
In the beginning is the act or event of the moment, while the order of history
is a reaction. Similarly, in the beginning is the look or point of view, from
which we (reactively) assume some present world that is there to be seen
(some ‘x’, as Nietzsche put it, that lies behind our appearances). Both
eternal return and perspective in Deleuze and Nietzsche begin as temporal
concepts, but then go on to short-circuit the very logic of time. The eternal
return is just that power that affirms the events that become time; but this
means that the eternal is not just the extension of temporal points ad
infinitum. To think the ‘eternal’ adequately is to think it beyond the point of
the present. Perspective, or point of view, traditionally suggests some
undifferentiated continuity within which each point of experience is
located; but for Nietzsche and Deleuze there is only the genesis or internal
difference of singularities. This means that we need to rethink point of view
beyond its location within history, within experience or within the world. It
is not that there is a world, which we only grasp through perspectives or
points of view. Nor is it that there is no world or real — this would be
nihilism. Rather, each point of view is the affirmation of its own infinite
world: not a point within the real, but the real itself.

If it is impossible to adopt a God-like view from nowhere, then we can
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at least write from a perspective that displays the very paradox of
perspective and point of view. For no matter how much we assert the
relativity of our perspectives or viewpoints, the very idea of perspective or
viewpoint entails a position within some field. Just what are our relative
viewpoints relative to? We can either remain within a happy and
complacent relativity (and this is one of the ways that Nietzsche has
been read, as a philosopher of personal styles and perspectives (Nehamas
1985). Or, we can play up the impossibility of this relativity: the very
thought of relativism is itself historically relative, and the very immanence
of point of view is itself always articulated from point of view (Deleuze
1990: 260). It’s this second path from Nietzsche — of a perpetually
decentred perspectivism — that Deleuze pursues (Deleuze 1990: 174).
The first path is an irony generated from a sense of history and a sense of
the concept. The second path is described by Deleuze as a ‘superior irony’
(1994: 182): an irony that attempts to create a style that is not just
historically new, but that troubles all sense of history. This is an irony that
does more than work from the limits of a particular concept or epochy it is
an attempt to think the eternally recurrent emergence of concepts in
general. For there are some styles that manage to open their epoch.

The irony of eternal return is just such a style. If a style can be created
that exposes itself as style, then style is no longer the ornamental overlay
of a timeless concept. The concept is affirmed in its full temporal
becoming. Such an irony would be aligned with the project outlined
in What is Philosophy?: not only must we avoid locating our concepts
within some transcendent plane (such as God, Being or the Subject) we
must also attempt to think “THE plane of immanence’ as such (Deleuze
and Guattari 1994: 59). Style can work in just this way: not as the style of
some prior expressing subject or being, but as the fullness of expression
itself.

To think this way would reverse Husserl’s description of the relation
between style and epoch. According to Husserl, the concept of the
transcendental subject enables us to think of a being that is not within
this or that historical moment; the subject is that point from which all
history emerges (1975: 5). The subject might be described from within the
style of a certain philosophy; but this style then enables the thought of the
origin of all philosophy and all style. The concept of the subject enables us
to think the ground of all concepts. Nietzsche’s eternal return, by
contrast, affirms a style that would preclude any concept from operating
as a ground. What is willed in eternal return is not this or that style, or this
or that concept, but the very force that over and over again constructs
new styles and concepts (Deleuze 1994: 7-8).
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This gives us two ways of thinking about style: either as the particular
way in which concepts are articulated or as a force that disrupts the
generality of concepts. This also gives us two ways, then, for thinking of
postmodernity (and postmodern irony). The first would be to see post-
modernism as a movement that ‘quotes’, ‘mentions’ or repeats styles, but
without any sense of a proper or privileged style, and with a sense that
one set of concepts is no more ‘proper’ or grounded than another
(Hutcheon 1996; Rorty 1989)." The second form of irony would do
more than accept the provisional status of our concepts or language
games; it would think the very emergence or birth of sense. Such a birth
would be monstrous: not concepts emerging from a thinking subject or
language game, but the chaotic production of sounds, nonsense and
voices that subsequently become recognised as forms of sense or concepts.
The first form of irony would include all those modes of postmodern
literature and interpretation that repeat our language games in an empty,
provisional or pastiche-like manner, such that ‘we” would now recognise
our position as particular and located. Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of
Lot 49, for example, employs all the devices of a detective novel, but with
clues that lead nowhere, signs that remain uncoded and a conclusion that
maximises, rather than dissolves, mystery. The novel is written in the first
person, from the point of view of a character with a located history and
political background. The second form of postmodern irony would
preclude recognition, such that the postmodern would be more than
the shock of the new and more than the retracing of the present. It would
problematise not just a specific style, genre or meaning of the present but
the problem of meaning or sense in general. When we ‘read’ Pynchon’s
Mason & Dixon it is this second or ‘superior’ form of irony that we
encounter. The ‘style’ of the novel is not that of a character or person; it is
the style of a typeface or form of newsprint. The novel opens with the
capital letters and punctuation of the broadsheets of its time, but the
syntax is not that of newspaper reporting. Written in the present tense,
but disrupted by noun phrases in the past tense and use of the passive
voice, there is an absence of narrating and narrated subject. Rather, we
are given actions and objects: not located within a viewing consciousness
so much as ‘listed’. These events are described through a combination of
idiomatic phrases set alongside tongue-twister, epic epithets that resist
being spoken at all (‘a stocking’d foot Descent’ ... ‘a long scarr’d
sawbuck table’). What is being described is the very opening of the
narrative scene, the home from which the story of Mason and Dixon will
be narrated. It is as though the voice of the novel emerges from a
collection of found objects, objects that already impersonate or interpret
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another style (‘some Second-Street Chippendale, including an interpreta-
tion of the fam’d Chinese Sofa’):

Snow-Balls have flown their Arcs, starr’d the Sides of Outbuildings, as of
Cousins, carried Hats away into the Wind off Delaware, — the Sleds are
brought in and their Runners carefully dried and greased. Shoes deposited
in the back Hall, a stocking’d foot Descent made upon the great Kitchen,
in a purposeful Dither since Morning, punctuated by the ringing Lids of
various Boilers and Stewing-Pots, fragrant with Pie-Spices, peel’d Fruits,
Suet, heated Sugar, — the Children, having all upon the Fly, among
rhythmic slaps of Batter and Spoon, coax’d and stolen what they might,
proceed as upon each afternoon all this snowy Advent, to a comfortable
Room at the rear of the House, years since given over to their carefree
Assaults. Here have come to rest a long scarr’d sawbuck table, with two
mismatch’d side-benches, from the Lancaster County branch of the
family, — some Second-Street Chippendale, including an interpretation
of the fam’d Chinese Sofa, with a high canopy of yards of purple Stuff that
might be drawn all ‘round to make a snug, dim tent, — a few odd Chairs
sent from England before the war, — mostly Pine and Cherry about, nor
much Mahogany, excepting a sinister and wonderful Card Table which
exhibits the cheaper Wave-like Grain known in the Trade as Wand’ring
Heart, causing an illusion of Depth. (Pynchon 1998: 5)

While Pynchon’s novel is a historical epic, it is narrated neither from the
point of view of a character from the past, nor from a present recollecting
narrator. If we ask “Who speaks?’ of this novel we are not only given a
number of voices (including a talking dog) we are also given a language
beyond speech. (And this would make sense of Fredric Jameson’s (1991)
claim that the postmodern does not guote; it does not incorporate voices
so much as sound, noise and simulation.) But whereas Joyce’s Ulysses had
already incorporated newspaper headlines into the stream of conscious-
ness of Leopold Bloom or the voices of Dublin, Pynchon’s language resists
even this insecure location. The disembodied voices of high modernism
are still voices: local dialects, quotations, stream of consciousness and
recorded lyrics. The language of Mason & Dixon is not the language of a
genre, a character of a locale. As the novel proceeds the language
pulverises into a chaotic overlay of impersonal, unfamiliar and near-
surreal ways of writing (rather than ways of speaking or ways of seeing).
We are taken from the readable to the unreadable; it’s not just this or that
concept, this or that style, that is disrupted but the very conditions of style
and meaning.

It is possible, then, to see postmodernity as a consequence of the
failure of modernism. The panoramic impersonality that culminates in
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Finnegan’s Wake or The Cantos is articulated as the voice of the west in
general (Joyce 1977). After these epic projects to locate the very emer-
gence, limit or origin of sense in consciousness or culture, postmodernity
‘returns’ to those local, limited, particular projects of character or
sensibility. This has been described by Fredric Jameson as a retreat from
the sublime to the beautiful, from the limits of the concept to the
‘aesthetic’ or the ‘sensible’ (Jameson 1998: 123). But Jameson also offers
a dialectical way of reading this historical ‘transition’ and he does this
through the notion of ‘epochality’ (90). This demands seeing the post-
modern as more than an empty repetition or pastiche of past styles (99).
Indeed, we might see the sensibility of postmodern art and literature as a
confrontation with the very force that gives history, style and meaning.
To use Deleuze’s terminology: rather than thinking the sensibility of being
— as though the sensible were a mere sign or indicator of some ultimate
real — we might think the being of the sensible (Deleuze 1994: 140). This
would be a sensibility experienced in all its difference and immanence: not
a sensibility that was given through concepts but a sensibility from which
concepts and sense emerged. We normally think of the sensibility of being
as though the sensible were always the sign of some underlying presence;
to think the being of the sensible reverses this series. It is the sensible itself,
and not some (limit) meaning or intention, that is the very medium of the
postmodern.

Rather than see the postmodern, then, as one more literary period, we
might regard it as a challenge to the very sense of periodicity. Modernity
is often defined as a project of coming to oneself, of reducing alienation,
of recognition, transparency and universalisability (Habermas 1985).
Postmodernity, on the other hand, is both an inscription of the very
limits of ‘our’ epoch (through quotation, pastiche and repetition) and the
impossibility of a sense of ownness (taking us to the impersonal or eternal
force that gives repetition in the very sound and materiality of art and
literature).

Superior Irony

While Deleuze has described his project as a reversal of Platonism —
turning the series of ‘being plus representation’ into a series of ‘image plus
image plus image . . .” - his work on irony can also be read as a reversal of
Hegelianism. Hegel regarded irony as a precursor to recognition and
modernity. It is when we overcome the ironic distance between our
concepts and the world that subject and substance will coincide; the
world will be the medium of subjective recognition, and the subject will be
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the medium through which world history recognises itself. For Deleuze,
by contrast, it is only when we no longer treat our concepts as mirrors or
reflections of things, but as positive creations or events that we will really
be doing philosophy and really affirming style.

In The Logic of Sense Deleuze describes philosophy as traditionally
occupying one of two forms: either metaphysics or transcendental phi-
losophy; either a gesture to some transcendental field outside the ‘I’ (a
formless ground, absolute, abyss) or the location of all sense within the
subject (1990: 106). Interestingly, Deleuze defines this ‘fundamental
problem’ of philosophy as the question of ‘who speaks?’ (107), and it
is this question that Deleuze’s own philosophy seeks to surpass, and
through a more profound transcendentalism. For, according to Deleuze,
the supposed shift in point of view or perspective (from God to the
subject) which occurs with Kant is no shift at all precisely because we still
remain within a problem of point of view.* This problem, coupled with
the question of ‘who speaks?’, is only overcome, Deleuze argues, with
Nietzsche’s discovery of ‘a world of impersonal and pre-individual
singularities’ (Deleuze 1990: 107). What this suggests is that a sense
of the philosophical epoch is intimately connected to style. If philosophy
has always been generated by the attribution of what is said to a voice
who speaks, then new thought might demand a style or grammar that
dislocates point of view and enunciative position. Point of view locates
speech or language as the speech of some speaker (or as the literature of
some epoch). Deleuze and Guattari, on the other hand, will argue that
speech is in the first instance a collective assemblage, not located within a
subject but a movement from which subject positions are derived (De-
leuze and Guattari 1986: 17).

Indeed, it is the very possibility of point of view that has traditionally
enabled the idea that beyond the ‘saying’ of an utterance there is an
expressed ‘said’ or meaning. Irony, traditionally theorised as saying
something other than what is understood (Quintillian, quoted in Vlastos
1991: 21), is perhaps the clearest instance of a disjunction between
speaker meaning and sentence meaning, or a ‘said’ that exceeds the
‘saying’. When Socrates demonstrates, in the first book of the Republic,
that the Sophist’s concept does not meet with its supposed definition, he is
able to posit a realm of ideas above worldly definitions. If, for example,
we were to say that justice is paying back what one owes then, Socrates
argues, we would also have to mean that justice would require returning a
weapon that we borrowed from a deranged man. But, as Socrates gets his
interlocutors to admit, justice can’t mean that (Plato 1961: 580). When
Thrasymachus then claims that justice is ‘the advantage of the stronger’
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(588) he tries to reduce the concept of justice to an act of force or will. The
Socratic irony lies in soliciting further remarks from Thrasymachus to
show that he can’t mean what he says. There is a disjunction between
saying and meaning (which means that there is a meaning of concepts that
governs what we say). Thrasymachus is forced to acknowledge that if
justice were ‘the advantage of the stronger’ then this would mean that
justice would also be obedience to the ‘stronger’, even if the stronger were
tyrannical or in error. But if the stronger were in error, then they might be
deluded about their advantage, and so obedience (justice) would also be
to the disadvantage of the stronger. And so Thrasymachus has to follow
Socrates and admit that justice can’t have this contradictory meaning
(590). Thrasymachus responds, finally, by arguing that if a ruler were to
make such a mistake he could not really be a ruler, just as a physician who
acted counter to the health of a body could not really be a physician. And
so it is the truly just ruler who acts to maintain his advantage, the
advantage of the ruling strength. However, by extending Thrasymachus’s
own analogy of the practice of justice and medicine, Socrates is able to
lead Thrasymachus to what he did not mean, for if justice is a practice like
medicine, then it has an end other than itself. Medicine furthers the
advantage of the body, and justice must do more than further the
advantage of those who practise justice:

Then medicine, said I, does not consider the advantage of medicine but of
the body?

Yes.

Nor horsemanship of horsemanship but of horses, nor does any art look
out for itself — for it has no need — but for that of which it is the art.

So it seems, he replied.

But surely Thrasymachus, the arts do hold rule and are stronger than that
of which they are the arts.

He conceded this but it went very hard.

Then no art considers or enjoins the advantage of the stronger but every
art that of the weaker which is ruled by it.

This too he was finally brought to admit though he tried to contest it.
(Plato 1961: 592)
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The dialogue continues with Socrates leading Thrasymachus through a
series of ‘reversals of form’ (593). This movement of the dialogue is
effected through a certain commitment to the concept. When Thrasy-
machus uses the word ‘art’ then he must mean, Socrates declares, that
there is an end other than the practice of that art. When Thrasymachus
uses the word ‘stronger’ then he must mean those who are tyrannical as
well as democratic, those who are in error as well as those who know their
advantage. By accepting that concepts have a meaning that lies beyond
their use, Socrates and his interlocutors are able to follow where that
concept will take them. Thrasymachus is compelled to change his
definitions, not by any positive content offered by Socrates, but by
Socrates unfolding the meaning of what Thrasymachus has said. This
means that the concept has a movement and force of its own. The ironic
movement of a Socratic dialogue takes a concept that we use, only to
demonstrate how that concept takes us beyond ourselves to the height of
an Idea beyond our representation.

Socrates, Hegel and Dialectic

It is just this disjunction — between the meaning of a concept and what we
think we say — that provided Hegel with his motor of historical devel-
opment and recognition. Hegel’s overcoming of irony is, according to
Deleuze, a passage to ‘infinite representation’ and the ‘infinitely large’
(Deleuze 1994: 42). For Hegel what lies beyond the concept is not an
empty negativity or absolute but itself a movement of the concept. Any
idea beyond representation or concepts is effected through the labour of
the concept. It’s not that there’s an infinite or Absolute that our concepts
can’t reach. The absolute or pre-conceptual is posited from the concept,
and if our concepts appear inadequate this is what will lead us to extend
their domain. We should not think of some pre-conceptual undifferen-
tiated abyss that concepts then negate or order, or some infinite Idea of
which our concepts are finite representations. There is nothing other than
the negating activity or movement of the concept and it is from this
movement that both the pre-conceptual and the conceptual are formed. In
the case of justice, for example, if our concept of justice can meet with no
worldly definition this is because of an inadequate development of the
concept. The response to this conceptual limit or negation ought not to be
the positing of some Absolute beyond the concept. Rather, this negativity
needs to be taken up by the concept. First, our concept of justice will have
to move beyond its pure form and not just be an empty idea — and so the
definition of the concept will also have to include its worldly instantiation.
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Second, our world will have to meet our concept. If the Greek concept of
justice seemed elevated above this world, this was because they had not
yet concretised the universal concept. This concretisation will occur,
Hegel insists, with his own philosophy, which is an actual realisation
of the history of philosophy’s concepts. Philosophy is not the conceptual
interpretation of the world; it is the formation of the world through
concepts.

If Socratic dialogue allows the concept its own movement it does so
through a certain style, where the various voices follow and respond to a
question, a question that is formed in relation to some pre-given sense:
what is x? Hegelian dialectic takes a different form, arguing that the ‘x’ is
itself effected-through the question. Philosophy is not the discovery of
concepts that exist prior to some act of knowing; philosophy is the
formation of concepts. And in this regard Deleuze and Guattari will
agree. Philosophy is the creation of concepts. But for Deleuze and
Guattari such creations are events: they are neither determined, nor
grounded, nor timely. Concepts are eternal; they express the ever-repeat-
ing power of renewal, difference and disruption. For Hegel, however, the
concept has a proper and bistorical itinerary. Only the concept of
Absolute spirit can conclude the teleology of the west. Only with Spirit
will philosophy realise that it does not apply concepts to the world or
discover concepts. Philosophy reaches maturity when it recognises itself
as nothing other than conceptual activity. For Hegel, when philosophy
defines a concept it does not merely attach definitional predicates to some
already existing substance, as though the concept unfolded some pre-
conceptual real. The ‘is’ of a ‘speculative proposition’ does not passively
link a subject to a predicate but recognises itself as an act of conceptual
unfolding. By contrast, the is’ of a standard subject/predicate proposition
merely accepts the distinction between a ground and its attributes (Hegel
1977:25). In the speculative (rather than ‘mathematical’) proposition the
‘is’ is not just a link between two pre-existing terms; rather the ‘is’ effects
the relation of difference and identity that constitutes the two terms in
their difference and relation (1977: 37):

The philosophical proposition, since it is a proposition, leads one to
believe that the usual subject-predicate relation obtains, as well as the
usual attitude toward knowing. But the philosophical content destroys
this attitude and this opinion. We learn by experience that we meant
something other than we meant to mean; and this correction of our
meaning compels our knowing to go back to the proposition, and under-
stand it in some other way. (Hegel 1977: 39)
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Hegel therefore identifies his own dialectic with a certain style of
proposition. To say that the real is rational is not just to describe a
certain feature of the real. The proposition performs or effects the unity it
describes. In the case of defining what justice is, we need to see this ‘is’,
not just as the adding of predicates to a subject; the passage from subject
to predication is the very movement of justice itself. A just state would be
one in which the very act of defining justice was essential. A just state does
not accept the concept of justice as some already given and external law
(that we then define); a just state is one that determines for itself what
justice is. Only then, Hegel insists, does the concept come to maturity.

This is why the exemplary style of the Hegelian dialectic is the
chiasmus: ‘the real is rational and the rational is real’.? The subject
and predicate of the speculative proposition are not just attached by the
‘is’: the ‘is’ is actively recognised as the driving power of propositions. For
Hegel, then, the voice of the proposition is more than a vehicle for the
articulation of concepts. It is through the voice of philosophy that reason
speaks itself, and recognises itself (and all that ‘is’) as effected through this
saying: ‘The proposition should express what the True is; but essentially
the True is Subject. As such it is merely the dialectical movement, this
course that generates itself, going forth from, and returning to, itself’
(Hegel 1977: 40). Deleuze, of course, takes voice in the opposite direc-
tion. Voice is not an elevation to a self-present concept, such that the tone,
style or materiality of voice would be nothing more than a passage to
recognition. For Deleuze, voice is at first noise and nonsense. It is the
‘depressive’ position that recognises voice as a superego coming from ‘on
high’ — imposing a meaning or law. For the schizo, by contrast, ‘speaking
will be fashioned out of eating and shitting’ (Deleuze 1990: 193). And
there are forms of literature that affirm this event of sense: where concepts
are not elevated forms expressed through voice, but vocalisations that
take on an incorporeal dimension. Lewis Carroll’s nonsense words, for
example, imbricate noise and sense. But all language has passed through
this event, from the corporeal to the metaphysical surface, from eating to
speaking. The Logic of Sense draws on Carroll to reaffirm the event of
sense as it emerges from the mouth; in so doing we retrace the very
opening of style:

We have seen this struggle for the independence of sounds go on, ever
since the excremental and alimentary noises which occupied the mouth-
anus in depth; we followed it to the disengagement of a voice high
above; and finally we traced it to the primary formation of surfaces and
words. Speaking, in the complete sense of the word, presupposes the
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verb and passes through the verb, which projects the mouth onto the
metaphysical surface, filling it with the ideal events of this surface.
(Deleuze 1990: 240-1)

The pre-Socratic philosophers, according to Deleuze, also possessed this
‘schizophrenic’ art of the surface; and it is from this surface of sound that
a distinction between depth and height is subsequently inaugurated in
Platonism (Deleuze 1990: 191). This Platonic distinction between depth
and height takes noise and the mouth as both the expression of some
underlying subject and as the articulation of a universal meaning (182).
Socratic dialogue, for example, allows the voices to gather around the
meaning of the concept and this creates a clear hierarchy: between the
Sophists who feel their worldly definitions capture the concept and the
Socratic questions that allow the concept to exceed the given definition
(256). This creates a clear distinction between the saying and the said,
between the use of the word ‘justice’ and its higher meaning, a meaning
that transcends any worldly use (259).

Hegel’s style, by contrast, extends infinitely — beyond an opposition
between the ‘saying’ of the concept and the concept’s sense (or said). The
‘end’ of philosophy will be that moment of full recognition when the
saying and the said are united, when the voice who speaks is at one with
the content spoken. This drive for unity of voice accounts for the
extraordinary difficulty of reading Hegel. For his writings, like Socratic
dialogue, seek to follow the movement of the concept. But the concept is
no longer fixed in some idea above and beyond the world. And the voice
or point of view of dialectic is no longer divided between the fixed
definition and the Socratic question. Rather, Hegel’s sentences move from
a certain limited understanding of the concept to a higher or speculative
meaning. Once a concept is voiced at a certain level it is forced to move
beyond itself.

Deleuze, by contrast, does not include all finite points within the
general self-regard of the concept; rather, any specific point of view is
not a point of view overlooking some object world, but a proliferation of
points, a pre-personal field of singularities. There is not some higher
speculative point that could encompass the look in general; looking is not
located within point of view. For Deleuze, from a series of impersonal
looks, imagines, reflections and repetitions something like a personal
point of view can be effected (Deleuze 1993). This means that we have to
take seriously Deleuze’s emphasis on viewing apparatuses along with his
emphasis on style. We can’t subordinate looking, receptivity or the
givenness of the world to the site of the subject, as though the world
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were located within point of view. Before the representing power of the
subject there is an infinite series of looks or ‘contemplations’. Genetic
codings, reflective surfaces, the passive responses of bodies, cells, life and
animality are all, to use Bergson’s terminology, forms of perception
(Deleuze 1988). What makes this (non-human) perception pure is its
immediate relay. When one point of life responds to another it does so
immediately, and is thus a pure instance of perception. When there is a
delay in response — when the human mind considers how to act in relation
to a perception — then the subjective or representational point of view is
formed. This means, strictly, that there is not a subject who then comes to
perceive the world. There is pure perception. From a ‘contraction’ of this
perception a subject is formed (Deleuze 1993). The subject does not reach
the world by looking. From a field of looks something like subject and
object are contracted: ‘Perhaps it is irony to say that everything is
contemplation, even rocks and woods, animals and men, even Actaeon
and the stag, Narcissus and the flower, even our actions and our needs.
But irony in turn is still a contemplation, nothing but a contemplation’
(Deleuze 1994: 75).

It would be an extreme reactivism, on this Deleuzian model, to see
point of view as the origin of images. This is the error of representation,
an error that has dogged philosophy. If we accept the affirmation of
eternal return then we accept a single and univocal field of images, not the
image of some real, not the giving of some given, but a giving, imaging or
perpetual difference from which identity and the given are effected.
Imaging and giving cannot be contained within or subordinated to some
privileged image, for the subject is itself an image among other images.
Despite this original multiplicity of points, both philosophy and its
concomitant style have produced the subject, not as an image among
others, but as the ground or origin of all images. This is where the
question of style intervenes. Like Hegel, Deleuze will insist that it’s not as
though there is a subject who is then expressed through propositions. It is
the style of the proposition that unfolds the subject. For Hegel the proper
grammar that would extend the subject beyond its finite location would
be the speculative proposition. Here the ‘is” would not assume a ground
(or subject) that then has certain attributes (or predicates). For Hegel, the
difference between subject and predicate is achieved through the ‘is’ of the
proposition. It is through the proposition that the subject unfolds itself as
being what it is.

Both Deleuze and Hegel work against a tradition of irony that had
subordinated thought to the ‘elevation’ of the concept. For Hegel the
subject is nothing other than the concept, and it requires a certain style of
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philosophy to realise the subject’s identity. For Deleuze both subject and
concept are effects of style. But style for Deleuze is not just the expression
of what is, as though style were a way of capturing a certain perspective
or point of view. On the contrary, perspective and point of view are
enabled by style. Style is not the expression of the human point of view;
the human is an effect of a certain style. If style were extended faithfully as
style then it would take us beyond point of view:

the conditions under which a book is a cosmos or the cosmos is a book
appear, and through a variety of very different techniques the ultimate
Joycean identity emerges, the one we find in Borges and in Gombrowicz:
chaos = cosmos. Each series tells a story: not different points of view on the
same story, like the different points of view on the town we find in Leibniz,
but completely distinct stories which unfold simultaneously. The basic
series are divergent: not relatively, in the sense that one could retrace one’s
path and find a point of convergence, but absolutely divergent in the sense
that the point or horizon of convergence lies in a chaos or is constantly
displaced within that chaos. (Deleuze 1994: 123)

Kierkegaard and the Ironic Point of View

Consider this question of point of view and its dissolution in relation to
the question of irony. Irony takes the meaning of a concept beyond its
immanent use. When a concept is elevated ironically, a higher point of
view is generated, even if this point of view is not our own. Kierkegaard
makes this clear in his reading of Socrates. When Socrates detaches a
concept from its everyday utterance he leads us to the possibility of the
idea, a meaning which, according to Kierkegaard, is ‘absolute infinite
negativity’. And it is this negativity of the idea that delimits the specific
personality of our existence. The idea is given negatively, as what lies
beyond the finitude of our existence. Because we live the difference
between the worldly concept and the idea that lies beyond the concept,
irony elevates us above our finite point of view (Kierkegaard 1989: 154).
It is in this manner of elevation that Kierkegaard describes Aristophanes’
Socrates:

Whether he is in a basket suspended from the ceiling or staring ompha-
lopsychically into himself and thereby in a way freeing himself from
earthly gravity, in both cases he is hovering. But it is precisely this hovering
that is so very significant; it is the attempted ascension that is accom-
plished only when this staring into oneself allows the self to expand into
the universal self, pure thought with its contents. The ironist, to be sure, is
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lighter than the world, but on the other hand he still belongs to the world;

like Mohommaed’s coffin, he is suspended between two magnets. (Kier-
kegaard 1989: 152)

From this elevation of the idea, we are brought back to the specific
finitude of our point of view. It is as though our point of view, or our
world, was suddenly being examined from above. To use a concept is to
invoke an impersonal force or meaning; irony is the intensification of this
impersonality. Irony, from Socrates to Kierkegaard, has worked by
delimiting the world we thought we knew and the words we thought
were ours. And this delimitation is achieved through the thought, or idea,
of a higher point of view.

Kierkegaard is insistent that this point of view within which concepts
are thought ought not to collapse into a positive, determined or reified self
that could be delimited as a thing within the world. The power of the
Socratic position, according to Kierkegaard, is its capacity to sustain a
certain ‘height’ or ‘hovering’. Whatever the world s, it can never fulfil the
demand of the Idea. But this Idea does not indicate, as it did for Plato, an
existing realm of Ideas towards which the worldly soul can successfully
ascend (Kierkegaard 1989: 153). Kierkegaard makes a clear distinction
between Plato’s assertion of a realm of Ideas and the Socratic irony that
sustains itself in a relation of absolute infinite negativity towards the Idea.
The ironic position is at once directed towards the Idea, but the ironist
also acknowledge his own worldly position or existence. (This is what
differentiates Socrates from the complacency of the Sophists, for the
Sophists are all to ready to define their concepts whereas Socrates sustains
the gap of the question.) Socratic existence is at once aware of its worldly
location alongside its capacity to adopt a point of view above that
location. This bifurcation is effected through the concept. On the one
hand, the concept is used in everyday dialogue. On the other hand, it is
possible to exist in such a way that one’s concepts are open to question. It
is this predicament of existence that places one in an infinitely negative
relation to the idea, and which admits of no sublation in the Hegelian
sense. Not only does the Idea ‘hover’ over dialogue, never capable of
being grasped from within the exchange of voices. The Idea’s negativity is
also effected from the very limits of voice. Indeed, there is much in
Kierkegaard’s work that suggests that there is not an idea that is
subsequently grasped inadequately in dialogue. Rather, from the very
movement of dialogue a negativity is generated. The Idea does not lie in
some pure position beyond the limits of voice, but is effected from the
limit. Let’s say there are two positions regarding the limits of the concept.
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The first is Platonic/Socratic: there are ideas that our concepts can only
grasp in limited form. The second is Hegelian: it is only because of the
delimiting movement of concepts that we are able to think of some pre-(or
supra-)conceptual idea. Where is Kierkegaard and his theory of irony in
all this? Neither affirming that presence which is elevated above our
concepts (Plato), nor including all that is within the movement of
representation (Hegel), Kierkegaard places himself within the personality
of Socrates. The Concept of Irony traces the emergence of a certain type
of personality: a personality that recognises itself not as a thing within the
world, but as a way of relating between one’s worldly existence and the
(non-worldly) concepts of that existence:

[S]ituation was immensely important to Socrates’ personality, which must
have given an intimation of itself precisely by a secretive presence in and a
mystical floating over the multicolored variety of exuberant Athenian life
and which must have been explained by a duplexity of existence, much as
the flying fish in relation to fish and birds. This emphasis on situation was
especially significant in order to indicate that the true center for Socrates
was not a fixed point but an ubique et nusquam [everywhere and
nowhere], in order to accentuate the Socratic sensibility, which upon
the most subtle and fragile contact immediately detected the presence of
idea, promptly felt the corresponding electricity present in everything, in
order to make graphic the genuine Socratic method, which found no
phenomenon too humble a point of departure from which to work oneself
up into the sphere of thought. (Kierkegaard 1989: 17)

What needs to be understood in all this is not just Kierkegaard’s
difference from Hegel, but the ways in which this difference is effected
from different styles of dialectic and point of view. Much has been made
of Kierkegaard’s use of personae in his other works. While The Concept
of Irony is not written in an explicit persona, Kierkegaard establishes the
movement of his argument from the position of Socrates. What Kierke-
gaard traces is not any Socratic position — propositions or statements — so
much as the style with which the Socratic point of view is achieved. The
Concept of Irony is a book about the Socratic viewpoint; but the work is
written in such a manner that it also resists a stable viewpoint, always
speaking through Socrates. The ‘position’ of The Concept of Irony is not
that of a philosopher making statements about the world. Kierkegaard
negotiates the very possibility of the philosophical statement. Like the
Socrates he describes, Kierkegaard hovers above this text: listing readings
of Socrates, quoting philological studies at length, comparing Plato’s and
Xenophon’s portraits of Socrates. The irony of this book lies not only in
its topic, but also in its excessive volubility. The history of philosophy, for
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Kierkegaard, is not just a series of statements. What Socrates presents us
with is the very existence of the philosopher as one who recognises the
difference between the idea of philosophy and the worldly grasp of that
idea. From that gap one can see oneself as more than a point of view
within the world, but as a possibility for viewing the world in general.
Grasping Socrates as a historical possibility means that we must not
reduce the force of his existence to being a mere vehicle for the explication
of concepts. Socrates must be more than an object of philosophical
activity. He offers Kierkegaard the challenge of a certain style: not to
be present within the text as some expressed self, but to remain every-
where absent. Irony is just this ruthless resistance to allowing oneself to
appear as a recognisable being. If one allows one’s concepts, or what one
says, to exceed one’s point of view, then one can always remain other
than, different from, or ‘above’ the merely said. This is why Kierkegaard’s
The Concept of Irony is both ‘about’ ways of saying and viewing, as well
as being the enactment of a disjunction between voice and point of view.
When Kierkegaard ‘speaks’ in The Concept of Irony, he repeats the
Socratic position; he quotes various interpretations and descriptions of
Socrates, and allows the authorial point of view of the text to remain
above and beyond the totality of its utterances.

Hegel’s history, by contrast, examines each philosophical position as
an example of the manifestation of the concept, such that it is not Plato
who is speaking so much as a certain level of understanding. For
Kierkegaard, however, the style of philosophy that seems to articulate
concepts is really the unfolding of personality or existence. Indeed, the
very concept of irony only opens, or becomes possible, through the
originally historical existence of Socrates (an existence that then inau-
gurates a possibility of exceeding history) (Kierkegaard 1989: 9). Ironi-
cally, however, this existence is best expressed in its absence. When one
becomes identified with some authorial point of view, one has been
reduced to a character, as though one’s existence were nothing more than
a certain position. If what I say in a philosophical text is fully owned by
me, then I present myself as adequately re-presented in the external work.
If, however, one adopts a ‘voice’ — as does Kierkegaard — one sustains the
impersonality of existence, not reducible to a position within the world.
When one displaces oneself through a persona one’s existence is sustained
as different from, or other than, point of view. Irony, for Kierkegaard, is
both the very heightening of one’s existence and a hyperbolic imperson-
ality. Indeed, this is what enables Kierkegaard to distinguish between two
forms of irony. Like Deleuze, Kierkegaard insists that there is the irony
that allows an argument to move forward and then there’s a higher irony.
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The first form of irony shows the limits of this or that definition. The
higher irony is demonstrated in the life or personality of Socrates. The
ironist who speaks in a dialogue is always at an infinite distance from
what is said, and this because the ironist — unlike the Sophists — keeps the
Idea or the meaning of what is said in view (147). I may use the word
justice, but I also see that this concept exceeds the force of any use I may
make of it. We cannot mean what we say. The ironist’s existence is poised
in this negativity. And so when Kierkegaard ‘speaks’ in The Concept of
Irony it is not from a position, but always in relation to a possible
position. The idea of the ironist — as one who maintains a distance
between what is said and what is meant — can never itself be fully
presented, but only acted, voiced or performed.

Deleuze

Deleuze describes irony as ascent — a movement tied to the infinitely large
(and aligned with the infinite representation of Hegelian dialectic). In
contrast, humour is descent — a movement progressing to the infinitely
small (and aligned both with finite representation and with the thought of
Leibniz) (Deleuze 1994: 11). There are two broad responses that Deleuze
makes to his distinction. The first is a preference for Leibniz over Hegel,
for descent over ascent, for a voice from the depths as opposed to a voice
from on high, humour over irony, the infinitely small over the infinitely
large (Deleuze 1994: 51). (We can see the crude reification of this debate
in the ‘opposition’ today between Deleuze and Derrida. Derrida will ask
the question of a concept and demonstrate the concept’s force or elevation
above and beyond any context or voice — such that all speech is a
‘becoming theological’ (Derrida 1989). Deleuze by contrast describes
the creation of concepts from the very depths of being, and the ways in
which voices emerge from sounds and the pulsations of the body — such
that philosophy to come would be a ‘becoming animal’ or ‘becoming
machine’, an affirmation of the inhuman.) But Deleuze does not just opt
for the movement of humour over irony. Deleuze’s second response is the
retrieval of dialectic and irony in a superior form: beyond Hegel and
Leibniz, beyond representation, and beyond the good voice of reason
(Deleuze 1994: 268-9). Such retrieval will demand a new style of
philosophy — no longer a style that proceeds from the movement of
concepts grounded in good sense.

Representation, Deleuze argues, is tied to two moral commitments:
good sense and common sense. Good sense contains all thought within a
grounding subject, while common sense directs all thought to an object of
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recognition. Both good sense and common sense establish a clear and
unambiguous representational point of view. The subject is the ground of
good sense: that point from which thinking proceeds. The object is that
towards which all thought is directed. What is assumed is that there is a
general point of view that characterises thinking in general, and that there
is a world of recognition that corresponds to this viewpoint of good sense.
This is, of course, most easily recognised in the style of high realism and
omniscient narration. Here, the point of view comes from ‘nowhere’ and
can pass from character to character, as though there were a general
human thinking, given particular form in each of its psychological
viewpoints. Good sense is given in the very possibility of this style, a
style that captures each character’s way of seeing by attributing attitudes,
values and propositions and by locating all these different positions
within a single style of description — as though style were the mere
vehicle for a thought that preceded stylistic particularity. Consider the
following passage from Anthony Trollope’s The Warden:

There is living at Barchester, a young man, a surgeon, named John Bold,
and both Mr Harding and Dr Grantly are well aware that to him is owing
the pestilent rebellious feeling which has shown itself in the hospital; yes,
and the renewal, too, of that disagreeable talk about Hiram’s estates
which is now again prevalent in Barchester. Nevertheless, Mr Harding
and Mr Bold are acquainted with each other; we may say, are friends,
considering the great disparity in their years. Dr Grantly, however, has a
holy horror of the impious demagogue, as on one occasion he called Bold,
when speaking of him to the precentor; and being a more prudent far-
seeing man than Mr Harding, and possessed of a stronger head, he already
perceives that this John Bold will work great trouble in Barchester. He
considers that he is to be regarded as an enemy, and thinks that he should
not be admitted into the camp on anything like friendly terms. As John
Bold will occupy much of our attention, we must endeavour to explain
who he is, and why he takes the part of John Hiram’s bedesmen. (Trollope
1928: 13)

On the one hand the voice passes from character to character, as
though psychological states were open for viewing: ‘Mr Harding and Dr
Grantly are well aware that to him is owing the pestilent rebellious feeling
which has shown itself in the hospital.” At the same time the voice is also
that of everyday opinion or town gossip, referring to ‘that disagreeable
talk’ and using the frequent point of view of ‘we’ and our obviously
unanimous concerns. It has long been noted that omniscient narration
harbours an implicit politics: as though there were a subject in general
that preceded any stylistic variants or voices (MacCabe 1979). Irony can
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be considered both an extension and a disruption of this grounding voice
of common sense. In the forms already discussed, irony shares with
omniscient narration the postulation of a view from nowhere or a God’s-
eye view. In omniscient narration this higher point of view is the very
subject of the narrating voice. The style speaks from the ground of good
sense. In irony, most frequently, this higher viewpoint does not itself
speak but is generated from the limited viewpoint of the speaking voice.

In Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal, for example, the speaking
voice is using all the discourse of a strict and calculating rationalism. The
proposal — to solve the problems of poverty and hunger by consuming the
poor — is ostensibly the very height of reason, but the discourse, by
extending reason as mere calculation to its extreme version, generates a
critique of that reason. Reason can’t mean simple calculation and interest.
The proposal begins with an invocation of shared voice or common sense:
‘It is a melancholy object . . .’; ‘I think it is agreed that . . .” (1984: 492).
However the ‘we’ that is invoked is disrupted in the extension of our
common concepts. ‘Our’ language of reason, calculation and utilitarian
charity is spoken so faithfully that it yields the most absurd outcomes.
“We’ can no longer share this voice, and yet no other voice is articulated:

I have already computed the charge of nursing a beggar’s child (in which
list I reckon all cottagers, labourers, and four fifths of the farmers) to be
about two shillings per annum, rags included, and I believe no gentleman
would repine to give ten shillings for the carcass of a good fat child, which,
as I have said, will make four dishes of excellent nutritive meat, when he
hath only some particular friend, or his own family to dine with him. Thus
the Squire will learn to be a good landlord, and grow popular among his
tenants, the mother will have eight shillings net profit, and be fit for work
until she produces another child. (1984: 494)

Swift also presents a classic example of Deleuze’s distinction between
irony as elevation and humour as descent. In irony the speaking voice
continually limits itself, and thus generates a higher point beyond that
limit. A Modest Proposal speaks through a reason that is mechanical and
arithmetical, and entirely devoid of any more subtle considerations. The
reader is thereby able to see above the point of view of the speaker: reason
can’t mean that it’s rational to consume one’s children. But there’s a point
at which the Proposal also ‘descends’ into humour and this is when a
duplicity of voice enters:

I have reckoned upon a medium, that a child just born will weigh 12
pounds, and in a solar year if tolerably nursed increaseth to 28 pounds.



120 Claire Colebrook

I grant this food will be somewhat dear, and therefore very proper for
landlords, who as they have already devoured most of the parents, seem to
have the best title to the children. (1984: 494)

There’s a joke, here, in the Freudian sense. The word ‘devoured’ is being
used ‘literally’, for the proposal is suggesting the consumption of flesh;
but it also deploys the figural meaning of the devouring landlord. In this
slip into humour the irony descends. We are given more than the single
point of view of the rationalist and his limited computational way of
seeing. The play on words allows the everyday voice of humour to erupt.
Irony generates a higher point of view by delimiting a way of seeing; but
humour returns any supposedly elevated viewpoint to the depths: in the
case of Swift the proposal is reduced to a position, not of social concern,
but of literal consumption. What makes this a ‘descent’ of humour is that
the ‘other’ voice is actually articulated. Humour, here, criticises the
devouring landlord, whereas irony generates a higher point that sustains
itself above and beyond any articulation.

Irony, as deployed by Swift, extends the demands of representation. In
the case of irony what is delimited is a way of viewing the world, such that
irony then demands ascent to a higher viewpoint. In humour, by contrast,
a putative elevation into concepts and high reason is dragged back down
into its worldly interests. (Think of how Beckett’s humour draws the
questions and concepts of existence and meaning down to the level of
machines, bodies and stray objects. Or how Henry Fielding shows the
concepts of ‘virtue’, ‘honour’ and ‘character’ to be rhetorical ploys for
characters’ interests.) Both irony and humour play off the gap between
concepts and world. In irony our world is inadequate to the lofty strivings
of our concepts. In humour these elevated concepts are shown to be
masks or veils for the uses and desires of our world.

Against this separation of representational logic Deleuze will put
forward the possibility of a logic of immanence: where the event of
the given is nothing other than itself, and not the givenness of some
grounding presence. This means that rather than finding propositions
that unify subjects with predicates (Hegel), or concepts that transcend
their articulation (irony), Deleuze will demonstrate the emergence of
concepts from life or modes of style. If style is not the expression of ‘what
is’, if style is not the becoming of some subject, it is because for Deleuze
style is not an overlay. It is not that there is a being that differentiates itself
through style. There is just stylistic differentiation. Certain styles — such as
the proposition — lead us to think that style is the style of some voice.
Other styles show voice to be the effect of style itself. This means that
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there are not points of view that then mark themselves with a certain style.
Rather point of view is effected from style.

Free-indirect style, to take one example favoured by Deleuze and
Guattari, is not a way of speaking that describes something external;
it is a way of being in itself (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 84). Deleuze’s
appeal to style, then, is not ‘aesthetic’. It refuses to think of writing
as the effective laid over the actual. If actuality is nothing other than
its effects then style will itself be a mode of being (Deleuze 1997:
113).

Consider the following instance of free-indirect style that opens D. H.
Lawrence’s “The Ladybird’:

How many swords had Lady Beveridge in her pierced heart! Yet there
always seemed room for another. Since she had determined that her heart
of pity and kindness should never die. If it had not been for this
determination she herself might have died of sheer agony, in the years
1916 and 1917, when her boys were killed, and her brother, and death
seemed to be mowing with wide swaths through her family. But let us
forget.

Lady Beveridge loved humanity, and come what might, she would
continue to love it. Nay, in the human sense, she would love her enemies.
(Lawrence 1960: 9)

If we ask the question of ‘“Who speaks?’ with regard to the above
quotation we are presented with an equivocation or dislocation of voice.
The passage is not in quotation marks, but it is spoken in the discourse of
humanism — a humanism that the narrative movement of Lawrence’s
story contradicts. Lady Beveridge’s humanism is depicted as otiose, and
her negation of life is inscribed in her physiognomy: she is ‘a little, frail,
bird-like woman’ with a ‘long, pale, rather worn face, and . . . nervous
gestures’ who speaks ‘with a thin, English intonation’ (Lawrence 1960:
10). Lawrence’s use of free-indirect style creates a distance from human-
ism without establishing another point or voice. It is not Lawrence who is
speaking in the opening of the story, for the style of the speech is that of
Lady Beveridge herself. The hyperbole, mawkish sentimentality and
psychological inwardness of the language is in direct opposition to the
novella’s subsequent technique that describes characters through their
physiognomy. (Count Dionys is dark and ‘aboriginal’ while Daphne is
described through a ‘splendid frame, and . . . lovely, long, strong, legs’
(13).) Lawrence’s story acts as a diagnosis or symptomatology of the very
style of humanist pity. Rather than being ‘owned’ by the voice of a
character or located in an authorial point of view, the language of
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humanism - of charity, pity, self-abnegation and feeling — is seen for what
it does. In free-indirect style, characters or points of view are produced
through ways of speaking. Lawrence’s despised humanists repeat a voice
that comes from elsewhere, a voice that is not created by any subject, but
is already spoken. Voice is not a becoming grounded in an autonomous
subject; the subject is the effect of voice (Deleuze 1990: 248). In Law-
rence’s story it is the clichés and banalities of humanism that effect certain
subject positions. Further, we are also given the thoroughly inhuman
character of human voice in all those places in the story where there is
‘speaking’ without a located voice. In the above quotation the phrase,
‘But let us forget’ might be attributed to Lady Beveridge’s slavish efface-
ment before her clichéd ideals. But the following paragraph opens with an
instance of what Deleuze describes as the ‘collective assemblage’ nature of
all speech: ‘Somebody had called her the soul of England.” Lawrence is
freeing language from voice, showing the ways in which phrases repeat
themselves, produce moral positions and operate apart from any inner
intent or human decision.

We might distinguish free-indirect style’s distance of voice from within
by defining it against irony. Irony estranges or alienates voice in order to
play off the particularity of voice against a transcendent idea that resists
all articulation or determination. While irony shows the limits of voice it
does so by showing the ways in which speakers mean more than they say.
(When Plato’s Thrasymachus says that justice is the advantage of the
powerful, the concept of justice already undercuts Thrasymachus’s at-
tempt at moral relativism (Plato 1961: 588).) What makes free-indirect
style different from irony is the peculiar ontological commitment of irony.
In irony a way of speaking is identified as limited from within. And irony
is not only, as Deleuze argued, the style that has always tied philosophy to
the question of “Who speaks?’ It is also a style tied to establishing height
and recognition (Deleuze 1990: 248; 1994: 5). When John Milton’s Satan
says ‘Evil be thou my good’ we can see Satan ironically undercutting
himself. Satan has to use the very concept of good in his embrace of evil,
and in so doing refutes his own project of embracing evil (Milton 1971:
196). Trony is a style that relies on the sustained force of concepts, so that
a speaker can say one thing and be understood to mean another. Satan
wants to say that he embraces evil, but we who hear him understand him
differently; for to take evil as one’s good is to recognise it as a good and
therefore to remain within some unavoidable law of the good. Irony is
inherently tied to this work of the concept and recognition. A concept has
a form or force beyond its individual utterance, and it was this trans-
individual or grounding force of concepts that drove Plato’s ironic
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dialogues and the moral projects of German idealism: irony is that
collective form of a concept that ‘comes from above’ and situates speak-
ing subjects within some more general logic (Deleuze 1990: 230). Free-
indirect style on the other hand is beyond good and evil. In free-indirect
style it is not as though there are concepts that can be recognised as the
voice of law. In free-indirect style we are given highly particular, located,
idiosyncratic ways of speaking that are, as Deleuze and Guattari describe
them, ‘collective assemblages’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 17). Whereas
irony plays on the difference between the universal force of a concept and
its individual utterance, free-indirect style traces the very becoming of
concepts as highly particular events. In free-indirect style it is not as
though there is a general concept that is then situated in a point of view —
as in irony. Free-indirect style effects a located logic and concepts,
demonstrating that concepts are always forms of speaking, that styles
are ways of being and — most importantly — that styles are the expressions
of places and not subjects.

Deleuze’s attention to style is an affirmation rather than a critique.
Rather than arguing that any point of view will raise the question of the
ground from which it emerges, Deleuze aims to think a style that troubles
the attributive and critical force of point of view. What is so difficult in
free-indirect style is not just the answer to the question of ‘Who is
speaking?’, but also the very possibility of this question. Free-indirect
speech doesn’t, like irony, ‘come from on high’. It is the very wandering or
nomadisms of style, dislocated from a speaking subject, producing a
multiplicity of positions, a collage of voices or an assemblage. It is not as
though there is a law or logic that is then belied by the particular utterance
of the speech act (as in irony). In free-indirect style law or logic is the
reaction or interpretation that comes after the event of voice, speech,
tracing or wandering. And if meaning is just the reactive effect of certain
ways of speaking, then we will only overcome our reactive submission to
meaning and the law, if we regard speaking not as the vehicle of sense but
as a movement or event alongside other events. From events of speech
certain regularities, such as located speakers, are effected. And it is this
event that is affirmed in free-indirect style.

But what do other styles do? How can Deleuze account for the
overwhelming western corpus of literature and philosophy that deploys
a representational grammar? If ‘what is’ is n#ot a presence there to be
represented, how did we come to think and speak in this way? Deleuze
and Guattari’s reading of Kafka offers some answer to this problem. Even
those great texts of the Law and the father can be activated; the Law that
seems to recede behind the text can be shown to be one of the text’s
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effects. What their reading of Kafka’s text does is not ask what it means —
for this is the work of irony, showing how utterances have a meaning
beyond the speaker’s intention. Rather they ask how texts work: how
laws are effected, subject positions carved out, desires instituted, and
ideas of presence and ground produced through textual events and
questions. There is, then, a two-fold tactic. First, we need to affirm a
style that is adequate to life. Free-indirect style is not the style of some
being; it is existence or language speaking itself, a way of being effected
through style. Second, we need to read in such a way that all those texts of
Law are not taken as representations of law, but as ways of speaking,
moving and writing that then effect a law they supposedly represent:

A Kafka-machine is thus constituted by contents and expressions that
have been formalised to diverse degrees by unformed materials that enter
into it, and leave by passing through all possible states. To enter or leave
the machine, to be in the machine, to walk around it, to approach it — these
are all still components of the machine itself: these are the states of desire,
free of all interpretation. (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 7)

Postmodernism/PostDeleuzism

Since its earliest definitions irony has worked upon, and generated, a
distinction between the saying and the said. This is what ties irony to the
concept, and what ties western thought to the ‘concept of the concept’: the
idea that what we say is the sign of some higher meaning or ‘said’. The
saying is the material word, the actual utterance, the corporeal movement
of sound, while the said is the meaning generated from that singular
articulation. When Thrasymachus utters the word ‘justice’ there is a
certain meaning that surpasses his ‘saying’; and this is what allows
Socrates to insist that Thrasymachus means or says more than he is
saying. It is this notion of the said that, according to Michel Foucaul,
opens the western ‘will to truth’ and coincides with the routing of the
Sophists. It is with Plato that attention was henceforward directed not to
what discourse did or was but to what it said (Foucault 1972:218). And it
is this production of a said that inaugurates an ‘ethics of knowledge’
(1972: 227). For with the idea of a ‘said’ or meaning that lies above and
beyond the force of an utterance we are able to subordinate discourse to
some general meaning. The ‘said’ that supposedly exceeds our singular
statements provides thought with a foundation and thereby disavows the
event of thinking or the production of the incorporeal meaning from
corporeal force (1972:231). In Deleuze’s terms, we reactively subordinate
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the activity of thinking to some pre-given and recognisable ground, rather
than affirming thought as the very event of difference.

Against this ‘ethics of knowledge’ we might consider Deleuze’s ethics of
amor fati, an ethics that resides in the transcendental movement of freeing
the saying from the said and undoing the conceptual subjection of irony
(Deleuze 1990: 149). What Deleuze will insist upon is not the ironic
difference between saying and said, the corporeal and the incorporeal, but
the passage or movement from one to the other. And it is literature that
gives us this passage of sense, this event of the incorporeal. By not
reducing sound (or the saying) to its meaning (or said) literature replays
the emergence of concepts from style. Literature is most forceful, then,
when it adopts a style beyond the human: not a voice that subordinates
itself to the concept but a voice that moves pre-conceptually, nomadically
or at the level of nonsense. Such voices are given in the nonsense words of
Lewis Carroll, the shifting viewpoints of Woolf’s stream of consciousness
(as in The Waves) or the sound and vocality of poetry (such as that of e.e.
cummings).

If free-indirect style shows the human to be an effect of a certain style,
another possibility is to free voice from the human. It’s not just that voice
generates the human; voice extends beyond the human: not located in the
higher point of the concept or idea but in the depths of noise, machines
and the ‘buzz’ or anonymous murmur of discourse. The high modernism
that is so often invoked by Deleuze can be characterised as a movement of
speech that created, rather than expressed, human positions. Modernism
is littered with speech that emanates from machines and objects, looks
that extend from cameras and viewing apparatuses, and quotations that
are repeated like so many found objects. T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and
Joyce’s Ulysses repeat phrases of popular tunes, voices from radios,
advertising slogans, and newspaper headlines — all in voices no longer
located within a point of view. Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice con-
cludes with the ‘look’ of a camera left idle on the beach as the high
romantic artist, Aschenbach, wanders to his death in the ocean. F. Scott
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is dominated by the image of an advertis-
ing billboard for an ocularist — the two giant and manufactured eyes
staring out at the landscape of moving vehicles. Irony demonstrates the
limits of the concept by generating a higher point of view — a point of view
of the idea or the infinite. Modernism shifts the inhuman point of view,
not to a point of higher meaning but to an inhuman machine, where the
look is reduced to a lens or camera and the ‘voice’ is reduced to a
recording or slogan. The extension of this modernist gesture is the
postmodern disembodied voice: not the voice of a subject, but a voice
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from which subjects and concepts are interpreted. We can make sense of
this through Jameson’s (1991) distinction between parody and pastiche.
The parodic voice of modernism gathers quotation and disembodied
voices behind which the high point of authorship remains — like Flaubert’s
God - above and beyond his handiwork. Postmodern pastiche, by
contrast, is a fragmentation without grounding unity: not a voice that
has alienated itself from the human, but a voice from which the human
might be derived. As an instance of this we can think of Deleuze’s (and
Deleuze and Guattari’s) readings of high modernism: rather than a voice
that has fallen away from its ground, Deleuze reads Lawrence, Woolf,
Joyce and Kafka as the movement of a voice in its pure becoming.
Alongside these invocations of modernism are all those inhuman forms
of semiosis described in A Thousand Plateaus (the striations of space, the
codings of genetics, the geological movements and animal burrowings
that form the ‘mechanosphere’). What is at stake in this superior irony is
the very limit of the human. Could we have a dialectic that allowed the
concept to move beyond the said? Is it possible to articulate a style of the
inhuman - a style of style and not a style that would be the style of some
subject? If a machine could speak, could we avoid humanising him or her?

Both Foucault and Deleuze were insistent that power or desire could not
be reduced to the human. And both insisted that certain literary styles could
take us back to the inhuman buzzing of discourse, to a white noise that
plunges us from the heights of meaning to the depths of materiality.
Foucault celebrated the ‘silence’ of Blanchot — a style that managed to
speak without saying — and the sounds of Roussel and Mallarmé. Deleuze
also proffered Roussel and a plethora of voices from Melville, Beckett,
Lawrence and Woolf: authors who could revive voice in its event of
becoming, rather than its grounding in a speaking subject. It is this
movement in literature which takes us from the inhuman voices of high
modernism — the voices of gramophones, quotations, newspaper headlines
and received phrases — to those postmodern moments when objects
themselves adopt a point of view. Two of the most famous works of
postmodern literature open with the image of a television screen. Thomas
Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 opens with a voice which moves from its
central character to the viewing screen that is within her hotel room.
William Gibson’s Neuromancer opens with a sky likened to a tuned-out
television screen. Both of these examples are indicative of a strong thematic
strain in postmodern literature that depicts points of view that exceed the
human. Deleuze and Guattari had already drawn attention to Beckett’s
alignment of Molloy with his bicycle and Kafka’s description of animal
burrowings. Here, the subject or content is the inhuman, but thisisachieved
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by having the inhuman ‘speak’ or ‘look’. Is it possible that there might be a
new style of the inhuman, and not just the description of the inhuman from
the viewpoint of a speaking subject? Is it possible that beyond first person,
third person and free-indirect narration machines might transform our
grammar, or give us what Deleuze refers to as the ‘fourth person’? The
problem is this: if we extend voice beyond the human, this can have two
effects. The first would be to dehumanise voice. The second would be to
humanise the inhuman. And this might explain why postmodern literature
can seem to be something like a ‘retreat’ after the radical anonymity of high
modernism. After Finnegan’s Wake most literature has been written within
point of view, not in a sustained free-indirect style or stream of conscious-
ness, but in what seems to be a return to the human.

Once modernist free-indirect style demonstrated that the human was
the effect of a certain style, and once postmodernism then extended this
style beyond the human, it was always possible that this very dehuma-
nisation or posthuman would become one more site of recognition.
Consider the controversial style of Brett Easton Ellis. Glamorama is
composed from a series of brand-names, popular song lyrics, celebrity
names and ephemeral and fashionable references. But far from this
dissolving point of view, all these references become the very hallmark
of the narrating character — a character who is not even the effect of a
singular style so much as the simulation of received style. What is open to
question here is the status of this form of postmodernism in relation to
Deleuze’s ethics of amor fati. According to Deleuze style is inextricably
intertwined with affirmation and ethics. If we think of style as the style of
some subject, ground or concept then we subordinate the event of style to
one of its effects. We proceed as though our actions (of speech, thought or
movement) were reactions to some determining ground. If we affirm style
as style, however, we have no foundation upon which our events are
grounded. We would be confronted with the groundlessness of events.
And if no event could be given privilege over, or ground, any other event
then there could never be a proper style (a style that was adequate or
accurate). Rather, the challenge would be to affirm the difference of style
eternally. If style were taken to be the style of some point of view it would
lose its force as style. How, then, might we think of a postmodernism that
has fallen-back into point of view?

The Glamour of the Postmodern

What Ellis’ novel illustrates is one of the movements long ago identified
in the theory of irony. As Kierkegaard argued, once voice has been freed
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from the security of the self, it is always possible that this very im-
personality might be taken as one more form of positive selfhood
(Kierkegaard 1989: 166). Isn’t this just what happens in the tradition
of freeing voice from point of view that culminates in Glamorama?
Machinic repetition, quotation, simulation — all those devices once used
to disrupt the human — become one more recognisable style, one more
banal form of humanity. There’s an irony here. We could regard
Glamorama as the ironic extension of Deleuze. Those theories of the
inhuman and the machinic voice that seemed so radical in A Thousand
Plateaus become, when cashed out, yet one more consumable, assimil-
able mode of the human. But to argue in this way would be to accept
Deleuze as the prescription of a certain style — a style that could have its
day and its moment of shock. But as Deleuze himself pointed out, the
truly new is eternally new (Deleuze 1994: 136). What Deleuze affirmed
was not a certain style — the free-indirect style of modernism — but the
event of style. We need to confront style as that which produces, rather
than expresses, thought. This means that instead of repeating Deleuze’s
celebrations of modernism we need to face the event of the postmodern.
In the case of Ellis we have to ask, not what this style means or says, but
how it works and what it does. And this brings us back to irony, and the
eternal challenge of Deleuze’s superior irony. What happens when the
inhuman, the machinic, the disembodied and the cybernetic become our
ground of recognition? What Glamorama demonstrates is not the awful
moral consequence of postmodern anti-humanism. Indeed it’s the resis-
tance to irony, the failure to generate a higher viewpoint above all the
vignettes of the novel, that makes this work truly postmodern. Rather
than this being a novel that delimits or thematises the horrors of
consumer culture, and rather than being a celebration of the posthuman,
Glamorama creates a style of misrecognition. On the one hand, all the
simulacra of postmodernity are reduced to utter banality — spoken from
the point of view of a character who is nothing more than the labels he
wears and the styles he identifies. On the other hand, while the radical
anti-foundationalism of postmodernism is reduced to a human point of
view, we are not given some higher critical viewpoint of judgement. If
there is an ethics of amor fati this cannot be reduced to a position: an
argument that, say, the indeterminacy of postmodern style is necessarily
a resistance to conservatism, dogma or quiescence. If there is a link
between style and ethics it is perhaps this: because style is difference
itself, and not the style of some ground, then we have to ask of each
stylistic event what its force is, and what positions it produces. Whereas
free-indirect style had repeated the human to disclose all those points
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where the concepts of the human mean nothing, postmodern anti-
humanism demonstrates that the repetition of the meaningless can suffice
to produce one more form of the human. Ellis’ sentences are frequently
not propositions, and are often more like lists of brand-names and
celebrities, or noun-phrases without any subject or predicate. Unlike
high modernist stream of consciousness, where the string of words is
generated from the system of language, Glamorama’s language is devoid
of semantic, etymological, or even punning, modes of connection. We
can contrast a passage from Joyce’s Ulysses with Glamorama precisely in
the extent to which, for Joyce, there is some inhuman system or
assemblage that speaks through characters. In the following section
from the ‘Hades’ section of Ulysses there is an equivocation of voice,
but all the phrases are linked through a connection with death and
burial. It is as though the stream of phrases is indeed a stream of
consciousness, even if that consciousness is already invaded by voices
from elsewhere, and passing through collections of objects:

Mr Bloom walked unheeded along his grove by saddened angels, crosses,
broken pillars, family vaults, stone hopes praying with upcast eyes, old
Ireland’s hearts and hands. More sensible to spend the money on some
charity for the living. Pray for the repose of the soul of. Does anybody
really? Plant him and have done with him. Like down a coal-shoot. Then
lump them together and save time. All souls’ day. Twenty-seventh I’ll be at
his grave. Ten shillings for the gardener. He keeps it free of weeds. Old
man himself. Bent down double with his shears clipping. Near death’s
door. Who passed away. Who departed this life. As if they did it of their
own accord. (Joyce 1977: 484)

The narrative voice opens in third person, describing Bloom, and then
moves to phrases from Bloom’s point of view (‘More sensible to spend
the money on some charity for the living’). But the voice shifts again
to phrases that come from nowhere, phrases that wander through
Bloom’s stream of consciousness (‘Pray for the repose of the soul of’).
The voice then seems to become more like an errand list (“Ten shillings
for the gardener’ ... ‘Twenty-seventh I'll be at his grave’) or an
advertisement (‘He keeps it free of weeds’). And then the voice turns
back to idly repeated phrases (‘Who passed away’) set alongside
Bloom’s reflection on those clichés (‘As if they did it of their own
accord’).

Glamorama, by contrast, has an entirely different mode of construc-
tion. Phrases are linked, not by their meaning, their sound or their
etymological connection, nor do they flow through a consciousness that
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provides a unifying character. Glamorama’s central character is nothing
more than the names he repeats, the objects he finds and the songs that
he quotes. And these phrases are merely found, often repeated in empty
lists without a verb or subject, or with a subject occurring late in the
sentence, well after a list of objects. The following ‘sentence’ opens
section 28:

Stills from Chloe’s loft in a space that looks like it was designed by
Dan Flavin: two Toshiyuki Kita hop sofas, an expanse of white maple
floor, six Baccarat Tastevin wineglasses — a gift from Bruce and Nan
Weber — dozens of white French tulips, a StairMaster and a free-weight
set, photography books — Matthew Rolston, Annie Leibovitz, Herb
Ritts — all signed, a Fabergé Imperial egg — a gift from Bruce Willis
(pre-Demi) — a large plain portrait of Chloe walking seminude thorugh
the lobby of the Malperisa in Milan while nobody notices, a large
William Wegman and giant posters for the movies Butterfield 8, The
Bachelor Party with Carolyn Jones, Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at
Tiffany’s. (1999: 39)

There is a complete absence of psychology; there is no report of mental
states or interior depth — just the repetition of surface effects. Often, the
passive voice is used, as though there are just actions and objects with no
grounding subject:

Speedos after Bermudas, baseball caps are positioned backwards, lolli-
pops are handed out, Urge Overkill is played, Didier hides the Polaroid,
then sells it to the highest bidder lurking in the shadows, who writes a
check for it with a quill pen. One of the boys has an anxiety attack and
another drinks too much Taittinger and admits he’s from Appalacjia,
which causes someone to call for a Klonopin. (62)

We might believe that there is a style or grammar of becoming, and that
whatever managed to free itself from the labour of irony would take us
beyond ourselves and recognition to the ‘chaosmos’ or the ‘mechano-
sphere’. But wouldn’t this be to belie the very style of style? Style is style,
not so much in its expressive dimension (as the style of a certain position)
but in its production of positions. Confronting style’s effective dimension
is the challenge of Deleuze’s thought. If we don’t know what thinking is, if
there’s no good subject who might determine in advance what it is to
speak, then we need to engage with literature in terms of the connections
it makes and the problems it carves out. The upshot of this is that we are
now presented with an ironic challenge beyond irony. Postmodernism has
been celebrated as the playful repetition of phrases with no ground — and
therefore as essentially libratory (Hutcheon 1995). And postmodernism
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has also been denounced as a naive loss of critique, reason and political
force (Norris 1990). An ironic position would play between the two: any
attempt to pulverise identity can fall back into one more identity, but any
assertion of identity also relies on those pre-identical forces which it must
negate. Deleuze suggests moving beyond this oscillation between identity
and non-identity, and beyond the accompanying moral rhetoric of
liberation and transgression.

And this is why T have chosen Ellis as an ‘example’; for if we are truly to
assert the style of postmodernity there can be no example. Rather, style
would be the continual affirmation of singularity in the face of the threat
of exemplarity. Whereas irony points beyond itself to a moral height, the
banality of Glamorama takes all the moral rhetoric of postmodernism to
its amoral extension. For some time now we have been celebrating (or
berating) postmodernism as a moral conclusion, as though the dissolution
of voice, the collapse of truth and the death of the subject might free us
from the burden of the question or the problem. Glamorama presents us
with the glamorous truth about non-truth: it’s no answer at all. It’s not
even a question we can fully call our own. It is, perhaps, an instance (but
not a type) of superior irony:

Instead of the enormous opposition between the one and the many, there
is only the variety of multiplicity — in other words, difference. It is,
perhaps, ironic to say that everything is multiplicity, even the one, even
the many. However, irony itself is a multiplicity — or rather, the art of
multiplicities: the art of grasping the Ideas and the problems they incarnate

in things, and of grasping things as incarnations, as cases of solution for
the problems of Ideas. (Deleuze 1994: 182)

We have arrived in a new millennium where Deleuze might seem to herald
an ethics that would take us beyond recognition to affirmation. And so
we might rest easily, celebrate the voices of high modernism and recognise
ourselves as having achieved the posthuman. Alternatively, we might
remind ourselves — through the postmodern — that it is just when we think
we have freed ourselves from subjectivism and recognition that we have
fallen back into banality. Deleuze’s superior irony is not a style to be
found, a position to be lived, but a challenge to our relation to style. Once
a style is ‘ours’ it is no longer style. Perhaps all those texts of post-
modernity — texts that wander through machines, simulacra, phrases and
voices — are best read not as the voice of the inhuman but as instances of
the eternal challenge of style. The inhuman, then, is not a style we can
discover, so much as the perpetual (and eternal) challenge of writing
anew.
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The risk of irony, as Kierkegaard insisted, is that the ironic existence,
which hovers above the world, might fall back into being yet one more
posited self. In this regard Deleuze’s superior irony needs to be articulated
through eternal return (Deleuze 1994: 7). The descent of voice away from
meaning is not a position that can be achieved once and for all but needs
to be affirmed again and again with each new movement of style.
Postmodern literature is at one and the same time a movement beyond
recognition to voice, sound and the inhuman and a diagnosis of the
continual recuperation of the human.

Notes

1. Of course, one of the most provocative accounts of postmodernity defines the
postmodern through its impossibility of quotation. According to Fredric Jame-
son, high modernism quotes past styles, precisely because it has a strong sense of
periodicity and also of its own unique voice. By contrast, the postmodern can
evoke the past, with a vague sense of nostalgia; but because there is no sense of
history or definitive epoch there can be no ‘quotation’ or differentiation of the
past (Jameson 1991: 9).

2. It is frequently said that philosophy throughout its history has changed its
center of perspective, substituting the point of view of the finite self for that
of the infinite divine substance. Kant would stand at the turning point. Is
this change, however, as important as it is claimed to be? As long as we
maintain the formal identity of the self, doesn’t the self remain subject to a
divine order and to a unique God who is its foundation?’ (Deleuze 1990:
294).

3. In addition to the general structure of the work which follows each terms as it
passes over into its other, other examples of the chiasmus in Hegel’s Phenom-
enology include ‘Notion corresponds to object and object to Notion’ and 1"
that is “We” and “We” that is “I””’ (Hegel 1977: 51, 110).
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Chapter 6

On the Uses and
Abuses of Literature for Life

Gregg Lambert

One day, perhaps, there will no longer be any such thing as Art, only
Medicine.
Le Clézio, Hai

Introduction to the Literary Clinic

Theabovetitleis an allusion to Nietzsche’s famous treatise ‘On the Uses and
Abuses of History for Life’, a question which I would like to take up in a
parallel manner by asking what are the uses and abuses of literature for life;
that is, what kind of health it may promote for ‘an individual, a people, a
culture’ (1997:63). In his final published work, Essays Critical and Clinical
(1997), Gilles Deleuze responds to this question by outlining some of the
aspects of a clinical as well as a critical use of literature. We might
summarise this use along the following lines. First, certain writers have
invented concrete semiotic practices that may prove more effective than
psychoanalytic discourse in diagnosing the constellation of mute forces that
both accompany life and threaten it from within. Second, as a result of this
diagnostic and critical function, certain literary works can be understood to
produce a kind of ‘symptomatology’ that may prove to be more effective
than political or ideological critique in discerning the signs that correspond
to the new arrangements of ‘language, labour, and life’ to employ Fou-
cault’s abbreviated formula for the grand institutions of instinct and habit.
Some of the examples Deleuze gives of these new arrangements are ‘the
foldings proper to the chains of a genetic sequence, a new form of life based
on the potential of silicon in third generation machines’, or the political and
economic stratification of the earth under the final stages of capitalism
(1988b: 131). Finally, third, certain modern writers can offer us a manner
of diagramming the potential forms of resistance, or ‘lines of flight’, which
may be virtual to these new arrangements.
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Taken together, these tasks should be understood as creative and
perhaps even ‘vitalist’ in the sense that Bergson had early on employed
this notion. In other words, as Deleuze writes, ‘there is a ‘“use” of
representation, without which representation would remain lifeless
and senseless’ (1990: 146). The realisation of this ‘use’, however, may
require that we approach the question of writing ‘from a point outside’
the critical representation this question often receives in the institutions of
literary study today; therefore, I would like to suggest that a clinical usage
may radically alter the conditions of the practice of literature and emerge
as a kind of ‘war machine’ against how the uses of literature have been
determined by the dominance of institutional criticism in the modern
period. Is it simply a question of ‘style’, in other words, that Deleuze’s
own commentaries on writers seem to pay no attention or even tribute to
the field of criticism, but rather approach always from a point external to
the historical representation of an author or body of work? Moreover,
could we imagine something like a ‘Deleuzian school of literary theory’,
understood as one approach among others in a pluralism of critical styles
and methodologies, preserving the relative stability of the field of literary
objects and the integrity of ‘a set of individuals who are recognised and
identify themselves as practitioners of the discipline’ of literature (God-
zich 1994: 275)?

For any student of Deleuze’s writings, and especially those works
written in collaboration with Guattari, the response to the above
questions might seem all too obvious; however, in the academy today
where the principle of ‘marketing’ is becoming an efficient cause which
determines the uses of theory, we must always hold out the possibility
that anything can be perverted against its own nature. Consequently,
rather than speculating on the fortunate and unfortunate actualities
that might flow from the proclamation, ‘one day this century will be
known as Deleuzian’ (Foucault), in what follows I will offer a more
preliminary discussion of some of the principles we might draw from
Deleuze’s own manner of treating literary expression and, in particular,
the questions and problems of writing that have been associated with
the works by those modern writers (Artaud, Beckett, Kafka and Proust
in particular) who occupy a central role in all his writings on the
question of literature. This discussion in some way represents my own
attempt to define the characteristic marks of what Deleuze had early on
proposed as a generalised ‘literary clinic’; at the same time, it is an
attempt to provoke creative dialogue around the very conditions that
would make a Deleuzian pragmatics distinct from other hermeneutic
models in the belief that such a dialogue should occur at this critical
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juncture when Deleuze’s writings are being adopted by students of
literature and culture today.?

The Critical and the Clinical

The discourse of psychoanalysis in the modern period constitutes the
dominant representation of the conditions whereby the critical function
of knowledge is given a clinical or diagnostic usage. The critique that
Deleuze and Guattari launch against this representation in Anti-Oedipus
(1983) and in A Thousand Plateaus (1987) is crucial and may help to
clarify why the relationship between critical and clinical is somewhat
complex and not always clear, since the clinical can always assume the
form of a dominant ‘method’ and obscure the critical function of literary
works, which is why Deleuze and Guattari write that ‘today, psycho-
analysis lays claim to the role of Cogitatio Universalis as the thought of
the Law, in a magical return’ (1987: 376). In the case of literary criticism,
I will argue that the opposite could be seen to be true as well: that is, the
dominance of the critical criteria of representation might have caused an
original clinical impulse found in many literary works to fall into
obscurity as well. In order to illustrate this, we might refer to an earlier
example Deleuze himself employs to interrogate this relationship between
critical and clinical: Sacher-Masoch. First addressing the question of the
clinical determination of literary work in his introductory essay ‘Coldness
and Cruelty’ to Masochism (1989b), Deleuze argues that, like the
physician, the works of Sade and Masoch constitute a profoundly
original clinical tableau by disassociating symptoms that were previously
confused, and by grouping together symptoms that were previously
disassociated and unperceived. Sade links the order of reason with the
sadistic arrangement of the drives from the position of Law, or absolute
right; Masoch links together the status of minorities and women and the
position of Law arranged through the privileged instrument of the
contract — in other words, as Deleuze writes, ‘the masochist draws up
contracts while the sadist abominates and destroys them’ (1989b: 13). In
the psychoanalytic treatment of both writers, however, Deleuze discerns
that the extraction of the ‘clinical entities’ of sadism and masochism from
the work of Sade and Sacher-Masoch results in an evacuation of the
descriptions offered by these works themselves. There is a reduction of the
language that was specific to Sade and Masoch in which symptoms later
associated with the psychoanalytic terms that bear their names were first
arranged together and displayed upon a critical tableau indistinguish-
able from the art of Sade and of Sacher-Masoch. As Deleuze writes,
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‘symptomatology is always an affair of art’ and, moreover, ‘the specifi-
cities of sadism and masochism are not separable from the literary values
proper to the works of Sade and Masoch’ (1989b: 10).

In other words, it was the ‘critical’ creation of Sade and Masoch which
first raised these obscure affections, passions and perceptions to the status
of what Deleuze and Guattari will later call affects and percepts.’
Through this process of creation, their literary works caused what was
formerly unperceived, imperceptible and ‘outside of language’ to pass
into language where these percepts and affects become ‘signs’ that will
henceforth bear a certain visibility, and, as Deleuze writes, ‘a tendency
toward greater specificity [which] indicates a refinement of symptoma-
tology’ (1989b: 13). If we are to regard Sade and Masoch as ‘true artists
and symptomatologists’, something curious happens when psychoana-
lysis appropriates their clinical discoveries: their own proper names are
employed to designate the ‘syndromes’ they themselves first brought to
light. In other words, the critical is obscured by the clinical at the same
time that Sade and Masoch are separated from their own language, and
the exceptional cases of Sade and Masoch are reduced to “a clinical state’
of illness, rather than becoming a critical diagnosis of health. Following
Krafft-Ebing’s earlier objections, Deleuze’s criticism of the psychoanalytic
construction of sado-masochism is clear. First, Deleuze argues, because
psychoanalysis was not specifically attentive enough to the works of Sade
and Masoch, it botched the accuracy of its own clinical conception of
sadism and masochism by misinterpreting the symptomatology they had
originally created. Second, because the symptoms were abstracted from
their original contexts, they lost much of the critical force that was
specific to their literary production; in turn, this led to the subsequent
confusion of sado-masochism as a complementary and reversible struc-
ture, which Deleuze goes on to argue as, in fact, distinct and irreversible.
Deleuze’s early work therefore functions as both an introduction and a
critical recovery of Masoch’s own language accompanying the re-edition
of Venus in Furs. The title under which this work appears in French,
Présentation de Sacher-Masoch (1967), the term ‘présentation’ assumes
the juridico-technical meaning of a legal process of discovery, the stage in
which evidence is gathered from an opposing party in the initial phase of a
juridical proceeding. Deleuze’s critique of the clinical appropriation of
Masoch can be understood as pleading for the defence in the legal
proceeding against psychoanalysis, a proceeding that would finally come
to trial five years later in Anti-Oedipus.

This is why Deleuze writes concerning the case of the psychoanalytic
appropriation of Masoch and Sade that because the clinical judgement
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may be too prejudiced, perhaps ‘it is now necessary to begin again with an
approach situated outside the clinic, a literary approach, from which
these perversions originally received their names’ (1967: 10; my transla-
tion). In an interview that took place about the same time he wrote the
preface to Masoch’s novel, Deleuze described this point outside as the
place where ‘the problem of symptomatology’ must also be situated: ‘at a
neutral point, almost zero-degree, where artists and philosophers and
doctors and patients can encounter one another’ (1997: 177, n. 25). Both
these remarks correspond to a strategy one can find throughout Deleuze’s
writings, from Difference and Repetition (1994), where this point is
‘difference’ — that is, as the repetition of the variable, or the ‘new’ — which
must be located outside the western philosophical tradition; to Foucault
(1988b), where Deleuze even formulates this strategy in the chapter of
‘Strategies and the Non-Stratified’ (1988b: 70-93); and finally, to the
writings with Guattari where this point of ‘the outside’ (le debors) is
expressed in several different ways and itself becomes multiple points
each inserted or discovered to be emerging within their own assemblage
or plateau (for example, ‘the war machine’, ‘the nomad’, ‘smooth space’,
‘the line of flight’, ‘deterritorialisation’ and so on).

The above strategy of course receives its most forceful articulation in
the following passage from Anti-Oedipus, where it is applied to the
reconfiguration of the relationship of critical and clinical, and which
necessarily entails the destruction of the previous relationship operated by
psychoanalysis as one of the primary tasks of what Deleuze and Guattari
call ‘schizoanalysis’:

[T]he problem [of Oedipus] is not resolved until we do away with both the
problem and the solution. It is not the purpose of schizoanalysis to resolve
Oedipus, it does not intend to resolve it better than Oedipal psycho-
analysis does. Its aim is to de-oedipalise the unconscious in order to reach
[from a point almost outside] the real problems. Schizoanalysis proposes
to reach those regions of the orphan unconscious — indeed ‘beyond all law’
— where the problem of Oedipus can no longer be raised. (1983: 81-2)

As Deleuze and Guattari explain in the next statement, this point outside
is not necessarily outside psychoanalysis itself (for example, another
discourse or branch of knowledge such as anthropology, philosophy,
or science) as it is the outside of psychoanalysis itself which can only be
revealed through an internal reversal of its analytical categories — namely,
‘the schizo’, a figure which must be sharply distinguished from the clinical
entity of the schizophrenic, since many of the exemplary representatives
of the figure of the schizo are drawn from literature (Artaud, Beckett,
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Kafka, Lenz, Rimbaud and so on). This strategy is one of reversing the
institutional priority of the two functions, critical and clinical, either by
investing the clinical object with a critical function, or the critical with a
clinical determination, and thereby folding one operation on to the other.

Applying the above example as an analogy to the critical institution of
literature in the university today, we might perceive that certain literary
works also bear a critical activity that is proper to their own creation,
which occurs before (or even without) the representation of the signifi-
cance of these works by ‘criticism’ or ‘theory’. For example, the entry of
structuralist categories into the study of language and literature after the
1950s marks the beginning of a scientific function which has dominated
the major movements of literary criticism from that period onward;
however, the need to guarantee a constancy of the object of knowledge
(which is a major trait of structuralist and narratological theories of
Gérard Genette, in particular, but also Gerald Prince, Michel Riffaterre,
and Robert Scholes) shares many of the same attributes of what Deleuze-
Guattari describe as ‘Royal Science’.* Thus, literary criticism of this type
may indirectly serve to inscribe the normative value of literary expression
within an apparatus of specialisation, one that also bears a political
function consonant with the institutional determination of its subject. In
distinct contrast to this ‘subject of literature’, the writer often begins from
‘a point outside’ the critical representation of literary constants, with a
certain series of concrete problematics. In each case, the solutions are
always temporary and take the form of a story or narrative, a certain tale
or novella, this or that character. (The fiction of Borges is perhaps the best
example of this problem-solving approach.) This practice corresponds to
a fundamental axiom in Deleuze’s philosophy, often described as his
‘radical empiricism’ or even ‘pragmatism’; that is, the condition of a
statement on literature is at the same time a condition of literary
enunciation itself, and the criteria by which literature appears as an
object of real experience are at the same time the conditions of each
particular expression or enunciation. It is for this reason that a critical
image of literature cannot take on a major form without invoking a
transcendental function, or without appealing to certain categories that
would each time function as constants whether that of the ‘author’,
‘narrator’, the ‘text’, ‘genre’, or ‘narrative mode’.

Here, we might begin to ask how this activity has often become
obscured by the institutional consolidation of criticism in the university
so that, today, we find a situation in which the problems of literature
are often separated from their own expressions (solutions). That is, we
might view this situation as being analogous to the situation of the
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schizophrenic within psychoanalytic interpretation who becomes subject
to an analytic and clinical form of interpretation that makes him or her
the ‘object’ of another system of classification and knowledge. Like the
clinical subject, literature today is often stripped of any enunciatory
power of its own, and, lately, often appears so helpless that its very
representation predisposes it to the critic’s ideological rectification or
discourse of truth. As in the case of Sade and Masoch above, perhaps, like
psychoanalysis and its regime of ‘interpretation’, the critical representa-
tion of literature may also be too full of prejudices to be of use any longer,
and it is now necessary to begin all over again ‘as if from a point outside’.
Therefore, we must ask in response to this situation, how do we discover
a critical form of expression immanent to the clinical or diagnostic
expression invented by writers themselves?

The Four Criteria

In the introductory essay to Essays Critical and Clinical, the plane of
immanence upon which the question of literature is unfolded is defined as
‘Life’. More specifically, Deleuze defines literature as ‘the passage of life
within language that constitutes Ideas’ (1997: 5). In The Fold (1993), this
‘passage’ is described almost in the same manner that Whitehead had
earlier spoken of Ideas themselves as the ‘passage of Nature’ into the
location of a place (1993: 73). Recalling the strategy outlined from the
preface of Coldness and Cruelty, since we can only hope to discover a
point outside the critical representation of literature on a plane that is
occupied by ‘Life’, then it is only from this point (or vista) that we might
begin again to pose the question of literature itself. However, this last
statement must be understood concretely, and without leaving the notion
of ‘Life’ itself as a pure abstraction or metaphysical expression of vitalism.
Keeping this in mind, that is, the strategic necessity of situating the
question of the critical from a point ‘outside’ its historical representation
(or representative discourse), I will turn to this introductory essay in order
to interrogate the above passage, since it is from this point that Deleuze
describes what happens when the questions of living are bound up with
‘the problems of writing’. In this essay Deleuze outlines what could be
called the four criteria for defining the relationship between literature and
life. Because they may provide us with a good approximation of the
reconfiguration of the critical and the clinical - that is, with the ‘uses of
literature for life’ — in the sections that follow I will illustrate each of these
criteria.
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First Criterion: ‘Literature is a passage of life that traverses outside the
lived and the liveable’. (1997: 1)

This is what Deleuze means by the first sentence that begins the leading
essay of Essays Critical and Clinical, ‘Literature and Life’: “To write is
certainly not to impose a form of expression on the matter of lived
experience’ (1997: 1). This statement recalls a question first proposed by
Proust: ‘If art was indeed but a prolongation of life, was it worth while to
sacrifice anything to it? Was it not as unreal as life itself?” (The Captive
1993a: 339). Before Deleuze, Proust is probably the greatest apologist for
the ‘duty’ of literature. ‘How many have turned aside from its task’, he
asked, ‘lacking the instinct for it, which is nothing less than the instinct for
life itself’ (Time Regained 1993b: 298). On the other hand, ‘[r]eal life,
that is, life at last laid bare and illuminated — the only life in consequence
to which can be said to be really lived — is literature, and life thus defined
is in a sense all the time immanent in ordinary men no less than in the
artist’ (Time Regained 1993b: 29